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Abstract 
 
This project investigates the ideas of personal and national identity. These are 
examined by the use of Kazuo Ishiguro’s two novels Never Let Me Go and The 
Buried Giant. To shed light upon the two forms of identity, the theories of national 
identity by Stuart Hall, The Life Cycle by Erik Erikson and personal identity by John 
Locke are accounted for and implemented in the analysis. Furthermore, the analysis 
was aided by the methods of critical literary analysis, established by Bertil Romberg 
in Att läsa epik, and New Criticism along with Roland Barthes’ approach in his essay 
Death of the Author. The intention is not to conclude on the two forms of identity, but 
rather to reveal conceptions of them through the novels in order to conduct the 
discussion of the sciences' ability to extract sufficient results when regarding non-
scientific texts. It was concluded that the interaction between the individual and 
society creates a reciprocal exchange between the internal and external, in the sense 
that national identity and vice versa affects the formation of personal identity, and that 
no theory or science alone is enough to expose aspects of humanity. 
Keywords: Personal identity, national identity, Kazuo Ishiguro, Never Let Me 
Go, The Buried Giant, relationship, literary analysis, Stuart Hall, Erik Erikson, 
John Locke 
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Research questions 
How is personal and national identity depicted through the novels The Buried Giant and Never Let 
Me Go by Kazuo Ishiguro? 
 
 
o How is personal and national identity formed? 
o How are the two forms of identity portrayed when regarding internal factors of textual 
analysis? 
o What can be discovered by the use of theories and methods when regarding the 
understanding of identity?  
o Through the analysis, in what ways can literature reveal to the reader certain things 
about personal and national understanding that science perhaps cannot? 
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Introduction 
Have you ever really thought about who you are, and where you belong? When confronted 
with this question of how one knows this and how one came to be this way, the question seems to 
prove rather difficult to answer. That question is explored in this project by investigating the 
relation between these notions of personal and national identity. 
Contemporary society is affected by the emerging globalisation, thus creating the possibility 
of transcending borders and fluidity within the perception of personal and national identity.  
Individuals are faced with a variety of choices to (re)consider as society brings forth difficulties 
which they have never encountered before. Furthermore, it raises a question of what a particular 
ethnicity or identity might entitle and contain. Home is no longer within the borders of one's 
country of origin but rather across the globe. A variety of difficulties are therefore put up for 
discussion. However it is important to state that because of human diversity, this project does not 
aim for a generalisation or conclusion on how identity is formed, but rather to discover how it is 
portrayed within the chosen novels, The Buried Giant and Never Let Me Go, by Kazuo Ishiguro. In 
this project, literature and science work together in creating a multifaceted knowledge about these 
two terms of identity. Therefore, we wish to investigate whether the objective nature of science 
compared to the subjective nature of non-scientific literature, leads to a conflict. This question will 
contribute to a discussion, which will be based on the findings in the analysis of the aforementioned 
novels. 
Throughout this project, we intend to answer the question: how is personal and national 
identity depicted through the novels The Buried Giant and Never Let Me Go by Kazuo Ishiguro? By 
using the theories of national identity by Stuart Hall, The Life Cycle by Erik Erikson and personal 
identity by John Locke, and the methods of critical literary analysis, established by Bertil Romberg 
in Att läsa epik, and New Criticism along with Roland Barthes’ approach in Death of the Author.  
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Dimensions 
We have decided to write within the dimensions of Subjectivity and Learning and Text and 
Sign. Following will give an account of the different aspects covered by the two dimensions.  
 
Subjectivity and Learning 
This project is partly established by the use of the Subjectivity and Learning dimension. 
This dimension is highly relevant as it regards the relation between self and society. Firstly, it is 
necessary to think of the subject as unique with a consciousness and developing personality. 
Secondly, considering social contexts such as power relations and structures of society, since these 
are the elementary assumptions within the dimension. These assumptions function as mutually-
constitutive and thus the project will investigate them, emphasize the individual importance of the 
two, and correlate them in accordance to the relevant theoretical approaches within the dimension. 
Additionally, contemporary society is highly concerned with creating knowledge-based traditions 
and societies across the globe, which in return promotes multifaceted ways of regarding the 
question of being human within different disciplines. These exact matters are also recognized 
within this dimension as it pays attention to these dynamics created in global context. Thus, 
translating individualistic human experiences to an universal frame. Ultimately, the problem 
statement of the project revolves around the formation of the subject. This particular dimension 
seems inevitably to apply to the project since the latter focuses on human interaction and the 
shaping of identity. 
 
Text and Sign 
Text and Sign is the dimension, which works with broad ideas, the analysis and explanation 
of books, movies, plays, music and all art forms using text and/or signs. It is also used with 
theories, methods and language. It is therefore an evident dimension to apply to this project, as it 
makes use of the two novels Never Let Me Go and The Buried Giant as the main subjects of the 
paper, and the use of literary analysis. The majority of the project is the analysis of the novels, and, 
in addition, the theories employed are applied onto the analysis. Investigated in the paper is the 
general way in which they are narrated and what the novels are about. This is meant in a more 
profound way than simply following the storyline, but understanding the deeper meaning behind it. 
The concepts within the texts are discussed in detail while investigating Ishiguro’s use of narration, 
symbols, themes, characters, setting, chronology, and motif. 
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Methods 
Critical Literary Analysis and New Criticism  
Att läsa epik by Bertil Romberg (1970) explains the technique of writing a critical literary 
analysis. This is a method, which can be used when analysing a novel and all aspects within it, 
herein the broad categories of internal and external analysis. The former concerns what the text is 
about, and how it is told. These regard the story itself, the motif of the story, the themes, characters 
and settings, as well as how the novel is narrated, its structure, how the characters are presented, the 
chronology, the language employed and, finally, symbols within the text. The latter category 
regards factors, which have in their own way influenced the creation of the novel from outside the 
text. This includes research on the author, the sources he has used to write the piece of literature, the 
genre and ideology. After having determined the place of these aspects, one must connect them all 
to decipher a meaning and interpretation behind the literary work. We have applied this to our 
project as the core method because the paper is based on the analysis of novels, and so 
complemented our work. 
In addition to this, we have made use of Roland Barthes’ essay Death of the Author (1989) 
and New Criticism (Abrams 2005). The latter method is best explained by the use of something as 
simple as a painting. While regarding a painting, some might consider the artist, their background, 
how and why they have come to create this piece of art, to extract a meaning in a specific historical 
and cultural context; while others would appreciate it purely for its beauty, how it is experienced 
and makes them feel while examining it. The latter description is that of New Criticism. It is purely 
the content of- in the case of this project- the novels, which is important and influences the 
extracted interpretation. 
Barthes explains in Death of the Author, that a novel is not formed by the author, but on the 
contrary, that the novel and the language contained within the text make the author. It is “language 
which speaks, and not the author; to write is to reach, through a preliminary impersonality- which 
we can at no moment identify with the realistic novelists contrasting ‘objectivity’- that point where 
not ‘I’ but only language functions, ‘performs’” (Barthes 1989: 50). In other words, Barthes 
expresses the belief that the author is not an individual, but only exists when writing the text, and so 
their importance is placed only in that they are holding the pen, and their personal self has no 
weight on the contents and meaning of it.  
The methodologies employed in this paper support the reasoning behind how and why the 
project has been structured in the way that it is. Our main method, critical literary analysis, has 
supported the majority of the project’s content, with the influence of New Criticism and Barthes’ 
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essay Death of the Author for a final result of a multifaceted analysis. This was done by applying 
different approaches to enlighten a variety of aspects rather than focusing solely on one in 
particular. 
Theories 
Hall - National identity 
There are many things, which can affect how identity is formed and created. Within the 
concept of identity, it is often understood as a sort of ‘belonging' to, for example, religion, family, 
race, ethnicity or language. However, when looking at national identity, people from different 
groups within the above-mentioned aspects have some sort of unified allegiance to this symbolic 
community, i.e. country or nation (Schwarz 1986). In this section, identity within the frames of 
nationality, culture and how this national identity has come to exist will be examined.   
As a starting point, Anderson argues that national identity is an imagined community 
(1983). In other words, this means that the differences between nations lie in how they are 
imagined. These imagined communities are created by national culture, which is explained as "a 
discourse - a way of constructing meanings which influence and organize actions and conception of 
ourselves” (Hall, Held & McGrew 1992: 292-293). Furthermore, these national cultures construct 
meanings, which produce identities, thus creating meanings about the nation which one can identify 
with. These meanings are constructed by stories being told, memories, which connect its past with 
its present and images constructed thereof (Hall, Held & McGrew 1992). Moreover, Powell argues 
that “the life of nations no less of that of men is lived largely in the imagination” (1969: 245). In 
relation to this concept of imagined communities, Hall postulates that the cultures of imagined 
communities are dependent on the national narrative. Additionally, Bhabha believes the narratives 
of the nations lose their origin over time only to be fully conceptualized in the “mind’s eye” (1990: 
1).  
Within these narratives, five elements are to be considered. Firstly, this narrative emphasizes 
the meaning of a nation being constructed of shared history, events, literature and media. These 
aspects represent stories, national symbols, and rituals which provide a shared experience, triumph 
and sorrow that give meaning to a nation and that the members can identify with (Hall, Held & 
McGrew 1992: 293). They continue this argument by stating: As members of such an imagined 
community, we see ourselves in our mind’s eye sharing this narrative. It lends significance and 
importance to our humdrum existence, connecting our everyday lives with a national destiny that 
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pre-existed us and will outlive us (Hall, Held & McGrew 1992: 293). Here, they give a notion of 
national culture as something beyond Man and space, something that has and always will be a part 
of whoever becomes a member of said community. Secondly, supporting this thought of a national 
identity moving across vast periods of time, this narrative perceives national identity as something 
changeless. "Sometimes slumbering but ever ready to be awoken from its long, persistent and 
mysterious somnolence to resume its unbroken existence" (294). This means that despite cultural 
national forgetfulness, the identity is nonetheless the same centred around the nation-state where 
origin, continuity, tradition and timelessness are emphasized. Thirdly, this narrative is explained by 
Hobsbawm and Ranger as the "invention of tradition" (as quoted in Hall, Held & McGrew 1992: 
294). To elucidate upon this matter, nations invent traditions that correspond with their imaginative 
ideas of their national identity and even though many traditions are believed to be old in origin, they 
are often quite recently created. Fourthly, in relation to this invention of traditions is the foundation 
of myths, which are stories that help locate a nation's origin, i.e. national character, and make 
"confusions and disasters of history intelligible, converting disarray into ‘community' and disasters 
into triumphs" (295). Thus, narrating the story in such a way that the past, as well as present, is 
dignified. Lastly, the idea of national identity is symbolically concerned with the idea of a pure, 
original people. However, as Gellner points out, these primordial people are rarely the ones wishing 
to seize political power (1983).  
These five strategies represent how national identity is created on a macro level. In other 
words, how society affects the shaping of said identity. However, to shed light upon this argument, 
one has to consider how national identity is affected from a micro level, thus the society in the 
individual. This can be related to ethnicity and how ethnic identity is formed. To investigate this 
connection, Verkuyten will be included due to his approaches of ethnic identity in the terms of 
primordialism and circumstantialism. Primordialism highlights the emotional and necessary nature 
of ethnicity (2005/2012). According to Banks, this is explained as "ethnicity in the heart" (as quoted 
in Verkuyten 2005/2012: 88), whereas circumstantialism focuses on "structural conditions, political 
strategies and ideological determination” (84) or "ethnicity in the head" (88). When considering 
this, a problem arises with this theory due to the fact that there is a necessity for a clear separation 
since both concepts seem to fit well within the idea of an ethnic identity. Scott elaborates this 
further by arguing that a combination between the two is necessary in order to give a full 
explanation of ethnic identities (1990) as Cohen describes it “ethnic organizations typically both 
serve political ends and provide a sense of belonging” (as quoted in Verkuyten 2005/2012: 88). By 
adding this layer to the five elements of narration regarding national identity, it gives a more precise 
picture of how the individual imagines their specific cultural identity.  
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When further narrowing down the concept of identity, it is important to distinguish between 
different concepts of identity: the enlightenment subject, sociological subject and post-modern 
subject. The enlightenment subject focuses on the individual as unified and fully centred with an 
inner core given from birth. This core consists of the abilities of reason, consciousness and action 
(Hall, Held & McGrew 1992). This definition might provide an understanding of the internal 
identity, however, it neglects the aspect of society and its influence on said identity. Therefore, the 
sociological subject contributes with a societal approach of creating an identity. This form concerns 
the individual in relation to one's significant others- hereby meant people important in the subject’s 
life-, mediating the cultures of one's inhabited worlds. According to this, the identity is formed by 
an interaction between society and self, which creates a connection between the internal and the 
external (Hall, Held & McGrew 1992), thereby projecting a cultural identity onto oneself, 
incorporating this into one's own identity. Hall, Held and McGrew (1992) find the idea of the 
sociological subject to combine and unify the society with individuals since the national identity, as 
said, is being incorporated into one's own personal identity. However, due to the globalisation, 
immigration and fragmentation of society, one might find it hard knowing what one's national 
identity consists of. In order to achieve a better understanding of this, one has to include the third 
concept: the post-modern subject, which is "conceptualized as having no fixed, essential, or 
permanent identity. Identity becomes a ‘moveable feast': formed and transformed continuously in 
relation to the ways we are represented or addressed in the cultural systems which surround us" 
(277). According to this concept there is no such thing as a secure and coherent identity, instead, 
there are different identities within oneself, which may very well be contradictory, resulting in a 
continuous shift of identities depending on the circumstances. This assumption can be supported by 
the term "play of identities" (280) explaining the internal struggle of different identities, affecting 
the behaviour as well as the decision-making of the individual. 
When looking at this, it seems there are connections between these three concepts and pre-
modern societies, whereas the modern and post-modern societies are affected and composed by 
many other aspects. One of the reasons for this is globalisation, which will be examined further in 
this chapter, but also by a distinction between the traditional and modern. Giddens argues that  
 
In traditional societies, the past is honoured and symbols 
are valued because they contain and perpetuate the experience 
of generations. Tradition is a means of handling time and 
space, which inserts any particular activity or experience 
within the continuity of past, present and future, these in 
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turn being structured by recurrent social practices. (Giddens 
1990: 137-138) 
 
Whereas the modern society is defined as continuously changing; where social practices and 
traditions are reformed due to new information and are thereby altered to the individual's character 
(Giddens 1990). Opposed to the unified traditional society, the modern society is fragmented and 
displaced, meaning that it does not evolve as a unified whole regarding itself a one organism 
(Harvey 1989; Laclau 1990). Additionally, the argument is an advocacy for the fact that the late-
modern societies are dislocated, however, characterized by differences. Laclau argues that, “If such 
societies hold together at all, it is not because they are unified, but because their different elements 
and identities can, under certain circumstances, be articulated together” (as quoted in Hall, Held & 
McGrew 1992: 279). 
When looking at the late-modern society, there are- according to Hall, Held and McGrew- 
five prominent thoughts, which have had an impact on the shaping of said society. We will in the 
following section look into two of those, since only they seem applicable to this project. These 
thoughts are those of Foucault’s Genealogy of the Modern Subject and the impact of feminism.  
Starting out, Foucault's idea on the notion of "disciplinary power" (289) will be explored. 
This idea regards the "regulation, surveillance, and government of … the human species or whole 
population … the individual and the body" (289) through for example public institutions. When 
working with the idea of disciplinary power, one attends to bring aspects of every human into 
control, e.g. life, death, work, sexual practices, family and activities. Thereby trying to invent 
individuals as a whole, created in their own picture. Dreyfus and Rabinow explain, "[this 
discipline’s] basic object is to produce a human being who can be treated as a ‘docile body'" (289).  
 The other de-centering element is the impact of social movements. These movements were 
highly political and powerful in changing the cultural emphasis and political form. These 
movements came to be known as "identity politics" (290). Feminism, as one of these movements, 
focused on making the personal political (Hall, Held & McGrew 1992), meaning that the general 
privacy ought to become a public matter. This was an essential factor for making the household, 
labour division and sexuality open for political dispute. Furthermore, they fought for not only the 
social positioning of women, but also the formation of sexual and gendered identities (289). These 
thoughts can roughly be seen as a product of globalisation and increased attention towards the 
world and its inhabitants as well as its transformation of the local.  
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There are many aspects, results and problematic of globalisation1. However, in this section, 
the effect this transcending phenomenon has on the local communities will be looked into. National 
identity has become less centred and tangible since national borders are ‘shrinking'. Due to 
ethnoscapes (Appadurai 1990), people immigrate and bring along their culture and traditions, and 
append these to the culture of the new nation-state of residence, thus adding to the national identity. 
Although globalisation is strongly embedded in modern society, signs of its existence are also found 
in the pre-modern times as for the colonisation by European empires, forcing their national identity 
onto different cultures (Osterhammel & Petersson 2005) subsuming the intruded nation's culture 
(Hall, Held & McGrew 1992). Renan then argues, "these violent beginnings which stand at the 
origins of modern nations have first to be ‘forgotten' before allegiance to a more unified, 
homogenous national identity could begin to be forged" (297). Although he believes that 
communities unify through memories, a desire to live together and the perpetuation of the heritage 
that one has received in an undivided form (296). But how does this affect how people view 
themselves within a nation and the feeling of belonging to a country? National identity remains 
strong in the sense of legal and citizenship rights. However, the allegiance to the local community 
has become more powerful (Hall, Held & McGrew 1992). In addition, it is argued that the tendency 
of mutual, global dependency might lead to a breakdown of the ‘pure' cultural identity. 
Nonetheless, globalisation is not to be seen as a force, which dismantles national identity, but rather 
as a phenomenon that helps create new forms of global and local identifications (Hall, Held & 
McGrew 1992). 
Due to globalisation, national identity as something fixed has been brought into question. 
The argument from Hall, Held and McGrew concerning national identity as being changeless, is 
here challenged as the claim is made that “‘otherness’ and cultural diversity … is happening, to 
different degrees, in all the Western national cultures” (307) and thereby those two assumptions are 
in conflict. 
Again, there are various arguments and theories on this topic. However, we find the theory 
of hybridity the most relevant to our project. When talking about hybridity in terms of identity, it is 
the possibility of mixing several identities within one individual. Rushdie makes use of the term 
"translation" (310) in order to describe the on-going internal processes. By translation, he means, 
"[hybrids] must learn to inhabit at least two identities, to speak two cultural languages, to translate 
and negotiate between them" (310), thereby meant to balance two cultural identities within one 
                                                        
1 “Globalisation refers to those processes, operating on a global scale, which cut across national boundaries, integrating 
and connecting communities and organizations in new space-time combinations, making the world in reality and in 
experience more interconnected” (Hall, Held & McGrew 1992: 299) 
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body. People belonging to such hybridity have to relinquish their dream of ever being reunited with 
their "cultural purity" (310). On the other hand, many attempts of reconstructing a culture in order 
to re-establish traditions have been made, for example within the rise of fundamentalism. 
To conclude on these interpretations of identity, Gellner makes an important observation: 
that having a national identity appears to have become a necessity to mankind, which he believes to 
be the core problem of nationalism. He also states that belonging to a nation is not “an inherent 
attribute of humanity” (Gellner 1983: 6). Opposing this, Scruton argues that an individual, in order 
to act as a sovereign human, one must firstly identify with something greater as society or nation, 
instinctively recognised as home (1886: 156). Despite different opinions on identity, there is, to 
some extent, an agreement that national identity as a factor that contours the individual engaging 
therein, as well as national identity evolving according to the individual’s imagination. 
 
Erikson - The Life Cycle 
In the following chapter, an outline of Erik Erikson’s theory on The Life Cycle as in his 
book Identity: Youth and Crisis (Erikson 1968) will be given. A few aspects have been left out, for 
example the age span of each stage, for the purpose of this project. The age span of each stage has 
been left out, because each stage is not necessarily started at the points that Erikson states within the 
novels? (Erikson 1968). Minor parts of the theory, which are deemed unnecessary for the 
understanding of the novels will not be discussed. The purpose of this outline of The Life Cycle is 
to gain a better understanding of how the characters in the novels develop an identity throughout 
their lives.  
Two terms will be used in the following, namely identity and identity crisis. Identity is, 
according to Erikson, something that evolves and develops throughout an entire lifespan, but is 
mostly created during the years until after adolescence (Erikson 1968). This point will be elaborated 
later in the passage Integrity vs. Despair. It seems that to Erikson, the term identity is something 
highly philosophical and, for him, the best definition is given by William James in a letter to his 
wife:  
 
‘A man’s character2 is discernible in the mental or moral attitude 
in which, when it come upon him, he felt himself most deeply and 
intensely active and alive. At such moments there is a voice inside 
                                                        
2 Character - According to Erikson this is meant as the word identity (Erikson 1968) 
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which speaks and says: “This is the real me!’ (as quoted in Erikson 
1968: 19)     
 
In other words, the identity is this “real me” (19) from which one recognises that one is an 
individual.  
As for the second term, an identity crisis is meant not as something fatal, but rather a time 
where a choice has to be made. Here the individual can choose one of several roads to go down, and 
depending on which he3 chooses, his identity will change and form accordingly (Erikson 1968). 
 
Stages 
Erikson’s theory of stages is a way to explain the development of identity through a person’s 
life. According to Erikson, one stage must succeed the next, i.e. Trust vs. Mistrust followed by 
Autonomy vs. Shame, Doubt. He bases this on the fact that all human development derives from the 
“epigenetic principle which is derived from the growth of organisms in utero” (92). In other words, 
one’s development must happen in a fixed order, like the fetus in the uterus. During each of these 
stages, the individual encounters a crisis, which in turn leads to either gaining a strength, virtue4, or 
a maladjustment, depending on the responses one gets from the surroundings, e.g. parents, teachers, 
society. This gained virtue will help the individual when encountering a crisis in a later stage. 
However, if the individual does not gain said virtue, he will enter the next stage with a 
disadvantage 5 .  
 
Trust vs. Mistrust 
In the earliest stages of infancy- the first year of a child’s life- the first identity crisis occurs. 
Here, one develops either a sense of basic trust or mistrust. Whether it be one or the other is 
dependant on the quality of the care the infant receives from carers, namely one’s parents, 
especially the mother (Erikson 1968). The reason that the mother is so paramount in this stage is 
because of the importance of orality, specifically breastfeeding. The mother must provide food 
through breastfeeding in order to keep the child alive, which is why this is the encounter where the 
baby can learn to trust. Erikson bases these stages on the theories of Freud, whom calls this first 
stage the oral stage (Erikson 1968). Erikson, however, does not call it so because one not only 
develops trust through orality but also through a general consistency and stability of care.  
                                                        
3 For simplicity, the masculine form ‘he’ has been chosen. This refers to terms such as ‘the individual’, ‘the child’ or 
‘one’. This is also meant to include females  
4 This gained strength is called a virtue by Erikson (Erikson 1968) 
5 See appendix 1 
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If one experiences success in this first stage of life, one develops the virtue of hope (Erikson 
1968). Through the trust one has experienced in this first crisis, one gains the hope that others will 
provide the necessary care and support in forthcoming crises. If the individual, instead of trust, 
develops mistrust, he will gain a sense of fear, which he will carry into future crises and 
relationships (Erikson 1968).  
 
Autonomy vs. Shame, Doubt 
In this second stage of life, the child encounters the conflict of autonomy and shame, doubt. 
The child should in this stage develop a sense of will, through experiencing a sense of choice. The 
first time the individual encounters this is in the question of either “holding on” or “letting go” 
(107), specifically in accounts to bowel-movements. Furthermore, the child has developed 
sufficiently physically to gain a sense of autonomy; because of the choices he is now capable of 
making. In a sense, the child deals in ‘either ors’. He will treasure an object dearly in one moment 
and violently discard it the next, or he will lie close with his mother only to become furious with her 
soon after (Erikson 1968).  
In this stage, it is important that a balance is struck between autonomy and dependency: the 
child should be free to make the choices he want, but only within the frames of what a child should 
be able to decide. If the individual is over-controlled, he will feel a sense of shame and doubt in his 
own abilities in matters of survival. On the other hand, if the child is allowed to rein too freely he 
will become too dominant. Therefore, to succeed in this stage the child must experience 
encouragement and support, which in turn will make him gain the virtue of will, thus enabling him 
to feel adequate in his future development (Erikson 1968).   
 
Initiative vs. Guilt 
In the previous stage, the child learned that he has will, which allows him to make choices. 
In the third stage, the child will build upon this and become aware that he is capable of using his 
will by taking initiative. Here, the child can initialise games with other children. During these 
interactions, he also develops his social skills, which in turn permit him to feel secure in decision-
making and leadership. The child will also begin to seek knowledge by asking questions to his 
parents (Erikson 1968). If the individual is successful in this stage, by receiving a positive response 
when initiating games or by receiving a positive response to the questions asked, he will develop a 
sense of purpose. Through this sense of purpose, the individual begins more rapidly to interact with 
the world around him and he then “tries to comprehend possible future roles or, ... what roles are 
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worth imagining” (116). If, however, the child experiences negative outcomes from initiatives with 
other children, or his parents are over-controlling, or express to him that they find his questions 
tedious, he will develop a feeling of guilt and lack of initiative. This guilt will then cause the child 
to become withdrawn in social activities, and can also result in a lack of creativity. On the other 
hand, if the child is under-controlled during this stage, he will develop unrealistic dreams and 
expectations for himself. 
 
Industry vs. Inferiority 
At this stage, the child enters the school-age. Here, teachers and fellow students along with 
the latter’s parents become more significant in his life and in developing his identity. If the previous 
stages had positive outcomes, his parents become less significant and become more of a railing 
rather than steps. At this point, the child learns to do such things as reading and writing, and 
through this education he gains basic skills, which will allow him to succeed in society (Erikson 
1968). Borgman (n.d.) argues that these basic skills are skills that are valued the most in western 
culture. In indigenous schooling, the focus is different, and basic skills are therefore not necessarily 
a requirement for success. If the child experiences success and confirmation in these skills, he will 
develop the virtue of competence and a sense of self-esteem. Through this feeling of competence he 
will, in turn, be better equipped to face adult life. On the other hand, if the child is not reinforced 
and confirmed in the fact that he is capable of having certain skills, e.g. reading and writing, he will 
develop a feeling of inferiority and low self-esteem, and as such, he will not be able to reach his full 
potential (Erikson 1968). It is, however, important to note, that the child must also learn modesty in 
this stage. This is because, if the child is constantly acknowledged, he will form an unrealistic 
perception of himself. This modesty is gained through experiencing failure, without this failure 
being too limiting in his pursuit of industry. If a balance between modesty and competency is met, 
the child will develop the virtue of competence (Erikson 1968).    
 
Identity vs. Identity Confusion 
The onset of this stage is the transition from child to adolescent. This transition brings with 
it different changes, most notably the change of milieu, and a change of the body and genitalia. As 
earlier mentioned, success in previous stages is paramount to a continued success in the current 
stage: “They need, above all, a moratorium for the integration of the identity elements ascribed in 
the foregoing to the childhood stages” (128). The consequence of failure in each previous stage 
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will, therefore, now be outlined. If the individual did not experience success in the first stage and 
did not gain a sense of basic trust and the virtue of hope, then he will seek to find people and ideas 
to which the person will try to prove that he is worthy of trust. However, because of the lack of 
basic trust, he will show violent signs of mistrust.  
Failure in the second stage will lead to the adolescent’s fear of being told what to do. He 
will be afraid to act shamefully and would rather act shameless by his own choice, than to do 
something shameful by order.  
If the child was permitted, in the third stage, to let his imagination and fantasies ‘run wild’ 
he will in adolescence develop illusions of what he is capable of achieving, and will act violently to 
any limitations, set by adults, peers or rules (Erikson 1968). 
If in the fourth stage, the child developed “the desire to make something work, and to make 
it work well” (129) to an extent where it is unbeneficial, then this will affect his choice of work, and 
what he aspires to through this work. In other words, he will rather not have a job, than have one 
that is unsatisfactory, and will not worry about what status or pay this job might lead to  
Failure in one of the previous steps will lead to role confusion; the individual will seemingly 
not be able to find a healthy footing in society, which in turn is self-perpetuating because he will 
feel lesser in the eyes of his peers. If success is experienced in this stage then the individual will 
develop a sense of identity and the virtue of fidelity (Erikson 1968). To further explain and expand 
of this crisis of identity vs. identity confusion, the concept of the dialogical self will be brought in. 
The term dialogical is derived from the two words ‘dialogue’ and ‘self’, meaning that an individual 
has an inner dialogue in which they identify themselves in different positions. This positioning can 
both happen internally and externally. In the internal sense one can identify oneself as e.g. ‘me as a 
friend’ or ‘me as a successful student’, whereas in context of the external, one can identify oneself 
as being affected by different people and situations, e.g. ‘me as a child of my parents’. Furthermore, 
one has a “mini-society” (Hermans & Hermans-Konopka 2010: 3) within the mind, because one is 
influenced by many different people in one’s life. This internal dialogue can in turn lead to either a 
stronger sense of identity or a degree of identity confusion. The latter often occurs when the 
individual fails to identify with e.g. a particular group of people or a particular situation, one will 
become confused with the identity they possess (3). In these situations, the individual will feel 
distanced from oneself, because of the lack of capability to identify with oneself. This point on the 
dialogical self will be further examined in section ‘Erikson – The Life Cycle’, when the theory of 
Erikson is applied to the novels.        
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Intimacy vs. Isolation 
Erikson describes the following three stages in one chapter called Beyond Identity (Erikson 
1968). What is meant by this is that an individual has now developed a great part of the foundation 
for his identity. That being said, it is important to remember that the identity is under constant 
development, yet at this stage an individual is no longer forming an identity, but rather shaping 
what is already there.  
 In this first crisis, ‘beyond identity’, the individual enters the crisis of intimacy. In this crisis, 
the individual needs to be certain of his own identity; the identity created in the first five stages. If 
he is not certain of his identity, he will shy away from human intimacy, or in the other extreme, 
engage in empty and meaningless intimacy as a substitute. However, if the individual is certain of 
his identity, he will be able to find intimacy with others, which in turn will give him the virtue of 
love (Erikson 1968). 
 
Generativity vs. Stagnation 
According to Erikson, during this stage, most people have now or are beginning to settle 
down, have a career and engage in more serious relationships. They will in turn feel as part of 
society and important, which will lead to a need to give back. This giving back comes in the form of 
having and raising offspring, and being part of e.g. a local community. They will gain a sense of 
generativity and the virtue of care. If, however, they are not successful in this stage, and do not 
manage to settle down and start a family, they become stagnant and unproductive. 
 
Integrity vs. Despair 
 In the last stage of The Life Cycle, the individual becomes less productive, and instead 
spends his time looking back at the previous seven stages. If these stages have been successful he 
will gain a sense of integrity. Integrity here meaning an acceptance of the life he has lived; an 
acceptance of the necessary fact that the previous stages cannot be changed. He will also come to 
accept his experiences and the people who have surrounded him, and will come to understand and 
love his parents instead of wishing they were different (Erikson 1968). This will permit the 
individual to gain the virtue of wisdom. Wisdom is of course gained throughout the entire life, in 
terms of basic skills, but here wisdom is meant as a worldly knowledge and an understanding of 
what is truly important in life. On the other hand, if the individual was not successful in the 
previous stages, he will instead feel a sense of despair. He will not be able to accept that “time is 
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short, too short for the attempt to start another life and to try out alternate roads to integrity” (140). 
So again, it is important to note that success in previous stages is paramount for success in the next. 
 Overall, criticism has been made of these eight stages of life. This critique involves aspects 
such as Erikson’s disregard of science in his approach, how he takes certain things for granted, or 
his vague description of the causes for the onset of each stage. In the following, an overview of this 
critique will be given.   
 One point of criticism is that Erikson does not consider cognitive and emotional 
development, but only considers how the individual develops physiologically. According to Louw, 
Erikson does not consider the individual’s “basic attitude towards other people and towards life.” 
(1998: 55) On the same note, it can seem as if the only argument Erikson has for the onset of each 
stage is the fact that the individual develops physically. However, Shaffer seems to believe that this 
physical explanation is too vague (2009), and argues that other aspects should be taken into 
account. For example, Shaffer asks “Why exactly, is a sense of trust so important for autonomy, 
initiative and identity?” (43) Another critique point is that that Erikson provides incomplete 
descriptions of the stages of maturity. Schultz and Schultz argue that the description of especially 
the last stage is incomplete, in the sense that Erikson assumes that if the individual was successful 
in the first seven stages, then he will look back at his life with content. However, Schultz and 
Schultz oppose this, and contend that many people above the age of 55 look back at their life with 
e.g. pain and depression (2012). This is also supported by some critics who argue that Erikson is 
unscientific in his approach. Feist and Feist contend that Erikson is unscientific because of the lack 
of research included in his theory. They hold that the research done by Erikson has a high degree of 
falsifiability (Feist & Feist 2008). On the other hand, Marcia argues that, he has found that 
Erikson’s stages are in fact found in, and are helpful to, human development, which he bases on his 
research (1966).       
 Conclusively, Erikson’s theory of human development is a guideline to how individuals 
develop. Although Erikson refers to the epigenetic principle, critics contend that this might not hold 
true in all senses of the term. Either way, it can be argued that Erikson’s theory can be seen as a tool 
to understand how individuals generally develop their personal identity. Louw argues, “Erikson’s 
theory is one of the most successful attempts to provide a consistent and reasonably complete 
picture of human development.” (Louw 1998: 55) Individuals go through these stages, in which 
they encounter a crisis that can lead to either a success or a failure, in other words this crisis will 
either help or limit the individual in their further development.  
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Locke - Personal Identity 
This chapter will regard John Locke’s theory of personal identity. However, the latter will 
be applied only to a certain extent as the theory contains aspects, which we found irrelevant for the 
sake of the project’s ambitions.  
Locke explains in On Identity and Diversity that for a subject to have an identity, it must 
contain an immaterial substance- such as consciousness or, simply, life- and this substance must 
remain the same through time and space. It must have a continuous, unique, always intact and 
unchanging trail. Additionally, he talks of four categories in which one can place every existing 
thing: atoms, living organisms, complex bodies and persons (Speaks 2006). These are what he uses 
as material on which to develop his theory of identity. In the quotation below, one can understand 
the basis of his thought process with the simplest of the four subjects: 
 
Let us suppose an Atom ... existing in a determined time and 
place; ’tis evident, that, considered in any instant of its 
Existence, it is, in that instant, the same with it self. For 
being, at that instant, what it is, and nothing else, it is 
the same, and so must continue, as long as its Existence is 
continued: for so long it will be the same, and no other. 
(Speaks 2006: 2) 
 
So everything is in fact a self, whether it be for an instant or an eternity. Even if the subject is ever 
changing, in every moment, the latter is a self in that precise time and place, and when it transforms 
in the next instant, it becomes another, different self. He gives three examples to clarify what he 
means by identity. These are God, finite intelligence, and bodies (Locke 2004). 
One point which should be clarified before explaining the theory further is the 
differentiation between a man6 and a person. A person is defined as: “intelligent agents, capable of 
a law, and happiness, and misery” (Locke 2004: 26). Yet for a person to be the same person 
throughout each moment, they must be mentally identical in every way and in every instant. This 
includes their present thought and mental state, and memories of every last thought and action in the 
course of their whole life. A man or woman, however, can remain the same through time as a living 
human body in the same way as animals, or plants, which have an identity, as they contain life 
(Locke 2004). This will be elaborated later on. 
                                                        
6 Locke refers to the subject as a man throughout his thesis, however, this also applies to women. 
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To return to the earlier three examples; bodies in relation to identity are as explained in the 
previous paragraph, not an immaterial substance, and can change with the passing years, days, even 
moments, and therefore do not have a continuous self. However, they do have a self in every 
moment, but they “[perish] the moment [they] begin” (Locke 2004: 3), and then become another in 
the next instant. To expand on this point, one can look at his explanation of identity of vegetables. 
Indeed, he says that plants- as living organisms- do have an identity. This identity is not found 
within the body or physicality of the plant, but in the life of the plant (Locke 2004). It leads the 
same and continuous life now as it did yesterday or a week ago, but it’s shell, the material part of 
the plant is different. It is the immaterial, constant and unchanging substance, which gives a subject 
an identity (Locke 2004). 
He explains that God, on the contrary, has a lasting identity due to its unalterable, 
everlasting and omnipresent nature (Locke 2004). It could be seen in the same light as a 
consciousness, as it too is perpetually present and remains the same, in accordance to Locke’s 
theory. Thoughts are to thank for this, as- despite how they do not last- they are the basis on which 
consciousness remains an unbroken stream. 
 
‘For since consciousness always accompanies thinking, and 
’tis that, that makes every one to be, what he calls self; 
and thereby distinguishes himself from all other thinking 
things, in this alone consists personal identity, i.e. the 
sameness of a rational being: And as far as this 
consciousness can be extended backwards to any past Action or 
Thought, so far reaches the Identity of that Person’. (as 
quoted in Speaks 2006: 4) 
 
In order to get a better understanding of personal identity in regards to Locke’s theory, it 
seems expedient or rather suitable to go about exploring other assumptions of personal identity, as 
the latter is a multifaceted term explored with various approaches. In the Cartesian view of the 
personal identity, it is constituted in the soul, making it an immaterial substance (Olson 2015), 
whereas when looking at the animalism theory, which indicates “that we are our bodies ... or that 
our identity through time consists in the identity of our bodies” (Olson 2015). On the other hand, 
Locke bases personal identity within the consciousness, not the body, brain or soul, but solely 
within psychological continuity (Olson 2015). 
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The following is Locke’s in depth definition of a person: “a thinking intelligent being, that 
has reason and reflection, and can consider it self as it self, the same thinking thing in different 
times and places; which it does only by that consciousness, which is inseparable from thinking” (as 
quoted in Speaks 2006: 9). A person may then have a personal identity, since they reflect on 
themselves, have memories, and have a constant train of thought through time. But it must be clear 
that a person is but the consciousness. For instance, theoretically, one could switch bodies with 
another, yet remain the same person (Green 2013). However, they can become a different man or 
woman. A man or woman is defined on the basis of life and body rather than consciousness. He 
states that “since consciousness always accompanies thinking, and ’tis that, that makes every one to 
be, what he calls self; and thereby distinguishes himself from all other thinking things, in this alone 
consists personal identity” (Locke 2004: 4). The difference here then between identity and personal 
identity is the latter’s capacity to think, form memories and to recognize itself in singularity (Locke 
2004), as well as the irrelevance of which host body the consciousness inhabits. 
The question which now presents itself, is whether those who suffer from illnesses causing 
memory loss, e.g. amnesia, is whether one can have an identity if they are incapable of 
remembering certain thoughts from their past. Do they remain with the same identity and self, or do 
they in fact become a new self every time they lose memories? And what about someone who is 
unable to move and speak? They are still capable of thoughts and remembering. So is the latter 
owner of a personal identity, and the person with amnesia not; even though one would get the 
impression of the contrary? 
One could extract from this that personal identity is completely irrelevant of others around 
you. It is based on how it, and only it views itself. But then another question surfaces: it is “whether 
… the same substance which thinks be changed … can be the same person” (Locke 2004: 11-12). A 
person’s identity is not necessarily what they think it to be: one can for instance be separated from a 
part of one’s body, or the use of one’s body as discussed above, and remain the same person, yet 
think their personal identity has changed. Yet; 
 
any part of our bodies, vitally united to that which is 
conscious in us, makes a part of ourselves: but upon 
separation from the vital union by which that consciousness 
is communicated, that which a moment since was part of 
ourselves, is now no more so than a part of another man’s 
self is a part of me. (Locke 2004: 25) 
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The consciousness itself determines personal identity, and not the perception of the owner of 
the consciousness. This seems to contradict the previous quotation two paragraphs above, poking 
yet another hole in the theory. 
As Locke’s conclusions do not always add up to what he states at the beginning of his 
explanation. There are problems such as ‘the brave officer’ (Nimbalkar 2011), which is the 
argument that at a certain point in one’s life, they remember the time when they were younger, 
meaning that they remain the same person as when they were young. When they become old, they 
in turn remember the time when they were middle aged, again, meaning that they are still the same 
person. Yet the old version of themselves cannot recall the period when they were young, meaning 
that they are not the same person. It seems that one can remain the same person throughout the 
course of their life, despite the fading of certain periods in one’s memory. It could be thought that 
one does not replace the person they were before with a completely new person, but instead that 
with the accumulation of thoughts and memories that the person develops into one more 
knowledgeable and experienced. 
Locke also implies that no one has a personal identity for more than a moment, as it is 
impossible to remain the same in every thought and memory for more than an instant. If this were 
true, then it would be wrong to blame someone for an action committed even the second before, 
because they are no longer the same person. Indeed, they remain the same man or woman, but these 
do not contain the consciousness and so ability to make decisions, think or commit actions. 
Therefore it is important to make it clear that the person must take the blame. As stated, however, it 
would be unethical to do so if what Locke says is accurate (Nimbalkar 2011). 
While one might see identity as the large category containing personal identity (and all other 
kinds), he makes it clear that in his view there is a significant difference between the two. Identity is 
present when the subject is living, whereas personal identity has the defining factor of not only life, 
but also continuous consciousness. In addition to this view, he builds on the principle that one’s 
future, present and past must be the same in order to have a personal identity. 
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Analysis 
In order to get a better idea of the focus of this project, a critical literary analysis will be 
conducted below. Through this, an understanding of which prominent concepts within the novels 
are salient, will be exposed. In turn, this will help illuminate, which theoretical approaches are 
deemed most valuable in comprehending the concepts. For a list of characters and important 
settings see appendix 2. 
 
Outline of The Buried Giant 
 The Buried Giant is a novel placed in England during Arthurian times in the 5th century. 
The country inhabited by mythical creatures such as pixies and ogres, is overcast by a mysterious 
mist, which causes the land’s people to forget even the most recent events. There are two different 
ethnic groups in this country: the Saxons, and the Britons, between which there is a historical 
conflict.  
The novel revolves around an elderly Briton couple, Axl and Beatrice, who go on a quest to 
find their long lost son, whom they have only just remembered they ever had. Their venture is 
interrupted by many unexpected occurrences, through which they encounter obstacles and people, 
and through which they learn the source of the mist: the breath of a dragon, Querig. All of the 
significant characters have a quest of some sort, which are often not revealed at first. Towards the 
end of the story, the mist is lifted by the slaughter of the dragon, which reveals certain truths of the 
past, such as the death of their son and horrors between the two ethnic groups. 
 
Genre of The Buried Giant 
Generally speaking, the study of particular genres within a given book gives the analyst a 
tool to apprehend the many different facets of a novel. In turn, the analyst gains a clear and 
overarching comprehension of what a given story is about. Therefore, an analysis of present genres 
in literature can, in particular cases, be important as a starting point for understanding more internal 
aspects of a novel, such as themes, narration and motif (Swales 1990). 
When working with Kazuo Ishiguro it is important to keep in mind what the author himself 
has said about genres7. According to Ishiguro, one should not restrict oneself to one genre. Neither 
should one exaggerate the importance of genres, since he seems to believe that crossing the 
                                                        
7 See section Genre in The Buried Giant 
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boundaries between genres is of lesser significance. Furthermore, Ishiguro theorizes, that genres 
might be a construction of the publishing industry as a clever marketing tool: 
 
Is it possible that what we think of as genre boundaries are 
things that have been invented fairly recently by the 
publishing industry? I can see there’s a case for saying 
there are certain patterns, and you can divide up stories 
according to these patterns, perhaps usefully. But I get 
worried when readers and writers take these boundaries too 
seriously. (Gaiman & Ishiguro, 2015)   
 
It is evident from the above quote that Ishiguro believes the focus on genres in literature might be 
too big. As he explains, it might be lucrative to divide some works of literature within genres, but in 
general one should be careful when doing so. Consequently, it seems, that one must be hyper 
vigilant when defining the genres within the novels of Ishiguro. Firstly, this is because one is 
working with an author who himself does not want be “boxed” within a single genre. Secondly, 
because an argument can be made that his literature can be defined as literary fiction as opposed to 
genre fiction, where an author tries to confine himself within a given genre to e.g. reach a particular 
audience. Literary fiction on the other hand does not have these same boundaries, as these novels 
are written with another agenda, an agenda of telling a story independent of the genres it might 
work within (Abrams 2005).     
One has to be hyper vigilant when working with Ishiguro, as sketched out in the opening of 
this chapter, the study of genres can yield great results. As such, this section will attempt to clarify 
which genres Ishiguro works within. However, this paragraph will not only try to elucidate the 
genres, but also attempt to explain the reasons (or lack of reasons) for the usage of these genres. 
The question of genre in The Buried Giant is a complicated and diverse one. At first sight 
one might believe that the novel is a fantasy novel (Abrams 2005). However, there are more facets 
to the novel, which could partly be because of what Ishiguro himself has said about the genre(s) in 
his text. Ishiguro has stated in several interviews that he does not find that the novel falls within the 
fantasy genre. Ishiguro seems to believe that the answer to the question of genre in The Buried 
Giant is more refined than just fantasy. In a 2015 interview with author Neil Gaiman about genre 
(Gaiman & Ishiguro 2015), the two broke down some of the key elements in fantasy and compared 
these to The Buried Giant. An example of this is when the two discuss the sword fights in the novel. 
The sword fights are very short and definitive in the book, as when Sir Wistan fights a Briton 
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knight. In this case, the fight happens over the course of only nine sentences. This is, according to 
Ishiguro and Gaiman, different from traditional fantasy in which the fights would be prolonged by 
conversation about the plot. To add to the fact that Ishiguro does not believe that the novel falls 
within fantasy, it seems that Ishiguro is not even considering the genre of fantasy: “If I was aware 
of genre at all during the fight scenes, I was thinking of samurai films and westerns” (Gaiman & 
Ishiguro 2015). Ishiguro explains what he means by this, which /it is the fact that in the samurai 
tradition, the combatants stare at each other for a long time, and then there is a swift decisive battle, 
ending with one of their deaths. 
 It is obvious from what is explained above that Ishiguro’s focus when writing The Buried 
Giant was not to confine himself within the limitations of fantasy. However, from the objective 
standpoint of an analyst, there is still a case to be made that the novel shares a lot of traits with other 
fantasy. One of the reasons for this is the setting and nature of the novel. Firstly, it is a setting that 
can best be described as fantastical, where the reader is presented with mythological creatures such 
as ogres, pixies and a dragon. Secondly, the nature of the story is partly within fantasy as the main 
characters begin a quest to find their lost son. In other words, even though Ishiguro himself does not 
want the novel to be placed in the fantasy section of the bookshop, there is perhaps a case to be 
made to do so. 
However, doing so might not tell the whole story of what The Buried Giant actually is as a 
novel. As explained above, one can also find hints of a samurai story, and this is not the only other 
genre that is found. As with Never Let Me Go, Ishiguro takes on a genre and combines it with 
others. Even though Ishiguro works primarily within fantasy in The Buried Giant, there are other 
aspects to be considered. Here, one can name historical fiction, folklore, medieval romance and 
magic realism. These four are some of the reasons why it might not be fitting to place the novel in 
the fantasy section. While ‘normal’ fantasy operates purely within a made up universe, The Buried 
Giant is set in a historically accurate time period; the time after the Romans left Britain and the 
Saxons were living alongside the Britons (Walsh n.d.). However, little is known about the time after 
the Romans left Britain, and as such, the happenings of this time might be considered folklore 
instead of historical facts (Abrams 2005). In other words, the reader is presented with a historically 
accurate time period, but most of the people, if not all, are fictional. King Arthur might have been a 
real person, but historians have not been able to confirm his existence, however, if he did exist, he 
could have lived in the period suggested by the novel (Ford 2011a). As such, one can argue that he 
falls somewhere between a historical and a mythological person, giving the novel aspects that are 
not found in ‘normal’ fantasy. Alongside these is the medieval romance genre. This genre is 
characterized by a quest to find love, and oftentimes revolves around “the matter of Britain” 
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(Abrams 2005: 34-35). As it has been stated earlier in this paragraph, these characteristics very 
much apply to The Buried Giant, which will also be elaborated in later paragraphs. The genre of 
magic realism is also present in the novel. This is because, as mentioned earlier, fantastical 
creatures live alongside humans. These beings are, according to the narrator, a normal part of 
everyday life during this time: 
 
The people who lived nearby ... might well have feared these 
[ogres], whose panting breaths could be heard long before 
their deformed figures emerged from the mist. But such 
monsters were not cause for astonishment. People then would 
have regarded them as everyday hazards (Ishiguro 2015: 3) 
 
Furthermore, they do not change the fact that most other aspects of the novel are realistic.  
Ishiguro seems to only really work within fantasy and its subgenres in The Buried Giant. 
However, as stated above, it does not seem that Ishiguro writes purposefully within one genre. It 
seems he works within whatever genre suits the kind of story he wants to tell and whatever genre 
fits the themes he wants to touch. This is also evident from the fact that he does not follow the 
‘normal’ attributes of Fantasy in The Buried Giant. In other words, one might argue, that he stays 
within the ‘walls’ of a given genre, insofar as it does not restrict what he is able to tell with his 
novel. 
As mentioned earlier, this knowledge of the author’s use of genre will be used in the 
discussion later on.  
 
Narration in The Buried Giant  
Narrative Point of View 
The Buried Giant is told by a third person omniscient narrator. At the beginning of the 
novel the narrator does not only seem to know everything about the characters but also everything 
that will happen in England’s future  after the novel ends. They even appear to know the reader’s 
preconception of England in the first sentence of the book: “You would have searched a long time 
for the sort of winding lane or tranquil meadow for which England later became celebrated,” (3) 
and continues as follows: 
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There were instead miles of desolate, uncultivated land; here 
and there rough-hewn paths over craggy hills or bleak 
moorland.... Icy fogs hung over rivers and marshes, serving 
all too well the ogres that were then still native to this 
land. The people who lived nearby – one wonders what 
desperation led them to settle in such gloomy spots – might 
well have feared these creatures, ... But such monsters were 
not cause for astonishment... in those days there was so much 
else to worry about. How to get food out of the hard ground; 
how not to run out of firewood; how to stop the sickness that 
could kill a dozen pigs. (Ishiguro 2015: 3) 
 
The first paragraphs of the novel indicate through the narration that the novel may not actually be 
set in England right after the Arthurian period, but rather in England after the Arthurian period as 
envisioned by a person such as Geoffrey of Monmouth (Ford 2011b). These legends of the kings of 
Britain contain- like in The Buried Giant- mythical creatures such as dragons and ogres. Moreover, 
they give the impression of a civilized country. Even though the stories of the kings of Britain are 
fables and not proven historically correct, they are still a part of English history and national 
identity, and depict a romanticised version of Britain at that time. (Hall, Held & McGrew 1992) The 
Buried Giant, on the other hand, depicts the country at the time as being a dark place: 
 
I have no wish to give the impression that this was all 
there was to the Britain of those days; that at a time when 
magnificent civilisations flourished elsewhere in the world, 
we were here not much beyond the Iron Age. ... you could 
have ridden for days without spotting any castle or 
monastery looming out of the greenery. Mostly you would have 
found communities like the one I have just described ... I 
am sorry to paint such a picture of our country at that 
time, but there you are. (Ishiguro 2015: 4) 
 
The narrator gives a description of how Britain had probably looked at the time the story unfolds 
and even apologises to the reader for giving a bad impression of England at the time. It is worth 
noticing that the narrator says “our country” (Ishiguro 2015: 4), implying that the reader must be 
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English and has a different idea of this historical period than depicted in the novel. The type of 
omniscient narrator that seems to know everything in retrospective disappears after the first few 
paragraphs and is replaced by a more typical type of omniscient narrator; the type that is able to 
enter the thoughts of every character. However, the narrator chooses to stick with the two central 
characters of the novel, though mostly with Axl. Due to the mist, the narrator can almost be 
mistaken for a third-person limited narrator, since the reader at the beginning of the novel does not 
know that the mist blocks out most of the character’s thoughts.  
 
He was well satisfied: for he had this morning succeeded in 
remembering a number of things that had eluded him for some 
time. Moreover, he now sensed he was about to come to some 
momentous decision—one that had been put off far too long—and 
felt an excitement within him which he was eager to share 
with his wife. (Ishiguro 2015: 5-6) 
 
Normally an omniscient narrator would know what these feelings Axl has are about, and therefore 
the narrator can be mistakenly perceived as being limited. But in fact, the narrator knows everything 
that is going on in the character’s head. The problem is that the characters have lost parts of their 
memory due to the mist, and so, they do not have the ability to put all of their thoughts together, 
which haunts them throughout the book.  
 
The Mist 
The mist plays a crucial part in the novel and serves as a symbol of how national identity is 
shown through the narration. It is then relevant to investigate how the characters describe the mist 
and what they feel and think about the collective amnesia. Throughout the novel, different opinions 
and thoughts about the effect of the mist are shown. The fear of the mist presents itself when Axl 
and Beatrice talk about what the rabbit lady8 has told them: “‘How will you and your husband prove 
your love for each other when you can’t remember the past you’ve shared?’ And I’ve been thinking 
about it ever since. Sometimes I think of it and it makes me so afraid” (51).  Beatrice is afraid that 
her love for Axl would not be the same if they could remember their past together. She wonders “if 
without [their] memories, there’s nothing for it but for [their] love to fade and die” (51), to this Axl 
calmly replies: “God wouldn’t allow such a thing, princess” (51). While Beatrice seems very 
                                                        
8 See section: The Island 
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focused on remembering their past, Axl seems almost afraid of what the past may hide “Should 
memories return, and among them of times I disappointed you. Or yet of dark deeds I may once 
have done to make you look at me and see no longer the man you do now” (294). These quotes 
show that Axl and Beatrice experience this inner struggle of whether it is important to forget or 
remember the past in order to move on. Beatrice believes that they are not able to love each other 
without their collective memories, whereas Axl is afraid that their past will open up old wounds and 
ruin their love that now seems so strong, even though they cannot remember the life they shared.  
Beatrice is determined to get rid of the mist for Axl’s sake and her own, but the mist affects 
the whole nation and the result of this is discussed as well: “Yet soon I understood the hand of a 
truly great king. For the wars stopped at last, wasn’t that so, sir? Hasn’t peace been our companion 
since that day?” (313). Since the day the mist appeared, Britons and Saxons have lived in peace 
more or less as a gathered nation. The effect of the mist is both good and bad, and it raises the 
question “Is it not better some things remain hidden from our minds?” (179) Or if a nation should 
remember their shared past “even if they make us weep or shake with anger. For isn’t it the life 
we’ve shared?” (180). There is no doubt that the mist allowed old wounds to heal in the Britain 
depicted in the novel. But the mist also raises questions about collective memory and how a nation 
should narrate its history.  
   
Sir Gawain  
In Arthurian Legends, Sir Gawain is portrayed as a formidable, well-mannered and loyal 
Knight of the round table of Arthur (Benson 2012: 9). In The Buried Giant, he is portrayed quite 
differently. The first description of him describes not a proud knight, but rather a sorry old man:  
 
His armour was frayed and rusted, though no doubt he had done 
all he could to preserve it. His tunic, once white, showed 
repeated mending. The face protruding from the armour was 
kindly and creased; above it, several long strands of snowy 
hair fluttered from an otherwise bald head. He might have 
been a sorry sight. (Ishiguro 2015: 119) 
 
Sir Gawain even admits himself that he is no longer the prominent knight he once was: “I’m a 
knight and a Briton too. Armed, it’s true, but come closer and you’ll see I’m just a whiskery old 
fool” (118). He goes on to admit that he no longer serves the purpose of a knight but he wears his 
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armour out of a sense of duty: “This sword and armour I carry only out of duty to my king, the great 
and beloved Arthur, now many years in heaven” (119). The general depiction of Sir Gawain gives 
the impression that he is stuck in the past and that the Arthurian knight is a laughing stock: “what a 
fool you are, Gawain” (124), “This doesn’t concern you, Sir Gawain” (132). 
In the novel Sir Gawain has two chapters dedicated to him in, which he is the first person 
narrator, called Gawain’s First Reverie and Gawain’s Second Reverie. As opposed to the rest of the 
novel, his behaviour and thoughts are very well composed, for instance when he greets somebody in 
his reverie, he describes himself as follows: “I may look burdened by years. But I remain a knight 
of the great Arthur. If you’ll tell me your troubles, I’ll gladly help you as I can” (235). Which stands 
in contrast to how he greets Axl and Beatrice by calling himself “a whiskery old fool” (118). A 
‘reverie’ can be translated to ‘daydream’, so one can argue that these chapters are just the poor old 
Sir Gawain’s daydreams, as he reminisces the time when he was a great Arthurian Knight. 
One can argue that Sir Gawain lives in denial. He does not wish to face the harsh reality: 
his time has passed and maybe the Arthurian time was not as romantic as depicted in the Arthurian 
legends. While in a dungeon with Axl and Beatrice, he experiences a moment of weakness and 
admits the sad past of Britain as illustrated in the book: 
 
Here are the skulls of men, I won’t deny it ... I dare say, 
sir, our whole country is this way. A fine green valley. A 
pleasant copse in the springtime. Dig its soil, and not far 
beneath the daisies and buttercups come the dead... Beneath 
our soil lie the remains of old slaughter. (Ishiguro 2015: 
195) 
 
Conclusively, one can argue that Sir Gawain is used by the narrator, through his actions and 
depiction, to criticise the way a society can choose to forget collectively, or make up history 
through legends and tales in order to create and preserve national identity.  
 
Characters and Characterization 
In The Buried Giant, the reader follows the ventures of the elderly couple, Axl and Beatrice, 
in the search for their son and past memories. They are a seemingly loving couple who remember 
few things from their past. 
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‘How will you and your husband prove your love for each other 
when you can’t remember the past you’ve shared.’...’We don’t 
remember our son or why he is away from us.’...‘I’m 
wondering, if without our memories, there’s nothing for it 
but for our love to fade and die.’ (Ishiguro 2015: 51) 
 
This gives an accurate description of Axl and Beatrice’s situation. They set out on a journey, not 
only to find their son whom they believe to live in a nearby village, but also to rediscover 
themselves, their past and to find out what the future might bring. 
Axl and Beatrice live in a small village, in a hut carved into the hillside, lightly protected 
from the elements. They have neither fire to keep them warm, nor candles to light up the hut, since 
it was taken from them for an unknown reason. In the village, they are generally perceived as an 
elderly, weary, and almost foolish couple. However, as the story develops they are seen as a brave 
and admirable couple (Ishiguro 2015). 
 
Beatrice 
Beatrice is not only the female protagonist, but also one of the few females introduced in the 
novel. Throughout the story the reader witnesses her steady downhill spiral from healthy to dying. 
At the beginning, whenever seen from Axl’s point of view, Beatrice is depicted as rather fragile and 
someone who needs to be cared for. However, when seen through the eyes of the villagers she is 
described as very physically able, e.g. “her strength was unnatural for a woman so thin-boned and 
aged” (15). Sir Wistan also views her as “a brave and good woman” (177). When observing 
Beatrice’s behaviour we get the impression that she is a kind woman, to strangers as well as friends. 
When the grey-haired soldier fights Sir Wistan in the woods, she promises him to send his regards 
to his parents. She is brave and adamant when entering the Saxon town, where she- with no sign of 
fear- walks up to the guards at the gate and asks them to let them enter. She shows courage also 
when surrounded by the angry villagers as she speaks kindly, trying to calm them. This shows a 
woman of great self-confidence, who is not afraid to speak her mind. We see her in this light again 
and again, a woman standing up to whomever she finds to be wrong. This is shown in multiple 
situations Axl: the villagers when taking away the candle just given to them, with Sir. Gawain when 
he tries to have them leave Querig alone, and the boatman before she is transported to the island 
(Ishiguro 2015). At the time of the story, women were seen as inferior to men and obedient to their 
husband (Women in the Middle Ages n.d.). What Beatrice does, is not expected from a wife in the 
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Middle Ages, which might show former nobility and may explain why Axl throughout the entire 
story calls her princess. This is only an assumption, however, there are further hints when looking at 
the story of Axl indicating that they have once been part of a higher social class. Also, by referring 
to Beatrice as princess despite their humble lifestyle, Axl are placing her at some sort of pedestal 
either because of love or guilt. 
Not much is told about Beatrice’s past, besides the first meeting between her and Axl in the 
forest where she taught him about a flower, which he was about to pluck brings unmarried women 
bad luck and they exchange smiles. Another story depicts Beatrice’s grace and beauty of “he [a 
stranger] stared like he was beholding a goddess … he’d never set eyes on a woman so beautiful” 
(88). We also know, that Beatrice speaks Briton as well as Saxon. The reason for her bilingualism is 
said to be because she travelled along with other women from town to town trading goods. Already 
at the beginning of the story, Beatrice experiences a pain in her side, which brings them to a 
medicine woman in the Saxon town, to the monks in the mountain, and in the end to the boatman. 
She believes this pain to be caused by the darkness in their hut, which attracted an evil sprite (i.e. 
spirit). Despite her pain, she manages to walk the distance better than Axl, handles every challenge 
they face, and finally learns the whereabouts of their son- or more precisely remembers- a longing 
she has had since the day he disappeared. Yet Axl had kept her from going on this journey to their 
son; “I don’t remember now all that’s passed between us on it, Axl. Only that you always set your 
heart against it, even as I longed for it” (21). Why Axl did this is not thoroughly described, only that 
he stood in the way of Beatrice’s journey. 
 
Axl 
Axl is the male protagonist and Beatrice’s husband. As with Beatrice, we do not know much 
about his past besides a few memories, all of which include Beatrice: he makes sure she does not 
break any eggs, they walk through a market; mainly events of everyday situations, with the 
exception of one memory of Beatrice when she had been unfaithful to Axl, something that could be 
a reason for the fear of uncovering the lost memories. What we do know about Axl is his devotion 
to Beatrice. He utterly adores her, and makes sure neither to harm her himself, nor to put her in any 
unnecessarily hazardous situations, e.g. when he went to bring her back from talking to a red-haired 
lady. He makes sure, when crossing the Great Plain, to walk behind Beatrice, so that if an enemy 
attacks, he would be in the line of danger. Furthermore, we see his love when Axl insists on 
carrying Beatrice to the cove near the island. However, despite his will, she convinces him to let the 
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boatman carry her “I hear him panting at my heels. Perhaps he fears for his wife in the arms of a 
stranger” (345). 
Despite the earlier statement of not knowing much about Axl’s past, bits and pieces can be 
combined to give an idea of what Axl has been. “When the man speaks of wars and burning houses, 
it’s almost as if something comes back to me” (48). Here is given the first indication of Axl to be 
more than anticipated. Did he once live in a village burned down by savages or has he himself been 
such a savage? Continuing on this path to discover his past, Axl shows signs of knowing how to 
recognize a warrior when seeing Sir Wistan for the first time. He knows the feeling of disobedience 
and loss of power (111), and analyses the fight between Sir Wistan and a grey-haired soldier, and in 
addition to this, both Sir. Gawain and Wistan believe Axl to be a former knight of King Arthur. 
 
‘Yet Arthur meets curses with gentle words. He thanked you 
for your service. For your friendship. And he bade us all 
think of you with honour’...’Remind me no more, Sir Gawain. I 
don’t thank you for it. Let me see instead the life I led 
with my dear wife’. (Ishiguro 2015: 311-312) 
 
As can be seen, Axl is a former knight of king Arthur, something that he comes to remember 
as several memories including himself, Arthur and even Sir Gawain come back to him. What dawns 
on the reader is that the burning houses, the kidnapping of Wistan and even slaughter are all part of 
Axl’s past. Despite all this knowledge coming back to Axl, all he truly wishes for is a life with 
Beatrice, on the island. He no longer perceives himself as the knight of Arthur but as Beatrice’s 
husband. 
Despite the fact that their child is dead, that the husband might have been a slaughtering 
knight; despite adultery, sickness and even being shunned, the love that Axl and Beatrice feel for 
each other remains. One might then ask why they left a life of the court to live in a small hut as a 
weary old couple with not even a candle to light in the dark nights. Is this a result of Axl’s actions 
of leaving Arthur, or a choice they made in order to have a functional loving relationship? 
 
Their relationship 
This chapter will examine the relationship between the two protagonists, Axl and Beatrice 
and will contain an analysis of how their love is depicted. 
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Starting out, the couple has been together for many years and they both consider their love 
to be true – so true that they believe they can pass the boatman's test when they wish to be ferried to 
the island together "I know what I feel in my heart for him. Ask me what you will. My answers will 
be honest, yet prove only one thing" (Ishiguro 2015: 353). By this, Beatrice devotes all her love to 
her husband. She wants to be in the afterlife together and wander arm in arm with him for all 
eternity. 
        Like most love stories, theirs is not perfect, but because of the mist, they have forgotten many 
aspects of the relationship, both the good and the bad. Thereby the mist has helped them stay 
together for as long as they have. Axl supports this in his final conversation with Beatrice when he 
says: "I was wondering, princess. Could it be our love would never have grown so strong down the 
years had the mist not robbed us the way it did? Perhaps it allowed old wounds to heal" (361). For 
Beatrice this does not seem to be important at this point, as she does not answer his question, 
instead, she wants to move forward in their ‘life' and believes they have much to talk about on the 
island. These different approaches to the past and future also say much about how they have spent 
their life together. Beatrice is determined to move forward and also wants to find their son whereas 
Axl is more hesitant to go. She is the one who pushes him to go "‘You've long set your heart against 
it, Axl, I know. But it's time now to think on it anew. There's a journey we must go on, and no more 
delay.' ‘A journey, princess?'…‘A journey to our son's village'" (20). She has been anxious to take 
this trip for a long time but Axl seems to have prevented her to do so. This assumption is also 
supported when the mist has lifted and Axl remembers that he has hindered her in visiting their 
son's grave, which he regrets and refers to as "a cruel thing … a darker betrayal than the small 
infidelity cuckolded me a month or two" (356). He denied her this out of pride and anger as she had 
been unfaithful to him and he explains his feelings about the situation to the boatman. 
 
It was just foolishness and pride. And whatever else lurks in 
the depths of a man’s heart. Perhaps it was a craving to 
punish, sir. I spoke and acted forgiveness, yet kept locked 
through long years some small chamber in my heart that 
yearned for vengeance. (Ishiguro 2015: 357) 
 
This confession illustrates not only the emotions between the two protagonists but also how facing 
the truth and forgive is the key to overcoming a challenging past in order to move forwards. As the 
time has come for Beatrice to die, Axl now acknowledges his wrongs and seeks forgiveness to 
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make peace with her before their separation, and as an attempt for him to join her in the afterlife by 
showing regret and love. 
 
Themes and Symbolism 
Conflict and oblivion 
This particular chapter will analyse the theme of external division between Saxons and 
Britons, together with internal division between Axl and Beatrice, emphasizing the fact that the 
novel deals with a standpoint of a past buried in oblivion. As already mentioned, a mist of the 
dragon’s breath has ruled over the entire country, causing both Saxons and Britons to forget their 
mutual feud – only to remember it from time to time in the hoist of the mist (Ishiguro 2015). 
Additionally, depicted in the relationship between Axl and Beatrice, truths reveal themselves along 
the way with the hoist of the mist. As these glimpses of remembrance emerge, the gap between ‘us’ 
and ‘them’ obviously amplifies, leaving the reader to explore and expose occurrences gradually 
emerging from the mist. 
 
External Division – Them and Us 
In the novel, Wistan – a Saxon knight – encourages Edwin – a Saxon boy – to fight against 
the Britons: “Should I fall and you survive, promise me this. That you’ll carry in your heart a hatred 
of Britons” (Ishiguro 2015: 276). Wistan continues to tell Edwin about the wrongdoings and 
barbaric behaviour of the Britons, even though Edwin questions this hatred: “Must I hate a Briton 
who shares with me his bread? Or saves me from a foe as lately did the good Sir Gawain?” (276). 
Wistan carries on to speak of the tale of Arthur, who slayed their kind, the Saxons, and tells him 
about “a duty to hate every man, woman and child of their blood” (276). Thus, the older encourages 
the younger to carry out the feud, division and hatred throughout generations. 
 
Some of you will have fine monuments by which the living may 
remember the evil done to you. Some of you will have only 
crude wooden crosses or painted rocks, while yet others of 
you must remain hidden in the shadows of history. (Ishiguro 
2015: 305) 
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The feud between the Saxons and Britons remains hidden. However, the remembrance of 
this is expressed through the personal memory of those who lived it. No real monuments are raised 
to enlighten people, but rather a mist is there to prevent the emergence of a war. The above-
mentioned citation states the importance of this enlightenment, as the narrator stresses the 
significance of having a physical monument to hold onto, instead of veiling terrors in shadows. 
Further emphasized through the dialogue between Sir Wistan and Sir Gawain, in where the two 
men have different wishes for the future. Sir Gawain wishes for the dragon to remain alive in order 
for the young to forget these horrors, and “long enough for old wounds to heal forever, and an 
eternal peace to hold among us” (326). Gawain questions the idea of peace without the breath of the 
dragon and refers to it as having “cleansed the land of war” (326), Gawain advocates for the mist as 
something that needs to persist in order to prevent a raging war. Wistan, on the contrary, wishes to 
kill the dragon so that the mist can no longer hide these mentioned wounds: “’The giant, once well 
buried, now stirs. When soon he rises, as surely he will, the friendly bonds between us will prove as 
knots young girls make with the stems of small flowers” (340). This discloses Wistan’s wish to 
break this frail bond of friendship between the Saxons and Britons together with the revelation of 
the barbaric behaviour of their opponents, although Gawain advises him to do otherwise (Ishiguro 
2015). Wistan uncovers the horrors which will again reign over the country, and that “country by 
country, this will become a new land, a Saxon land, with no more trace of your people’s time here 
than a flock or two of sheep wandering the hills untended” (340). 
 
Internal Division – Axl and Beatrice 
Additionally, this mist of oblivion is also causing the characters in the novel to lose their 
memories of the past, and to lack legacy and heritage. However, the point of emphasis in this part of 
the analysis will be on the lack of memories about the past triggering a disunion between Axl and 
Beatrice. As mentioned earlier, a veiled external division between the Saxons and Briton is revealed 
in the novel, as for internal division Axl and Beatrice too experience this. Throughout the novel, 
Beatrice refers to their relationship in the past as something soaked in distrust (Ishiguro 2015), 
which is accentuated once they encounter the dragon and the mist is lifting, Beatrice regards Axl: 
“Just a memory or two returning. The night as dark as any, and there I was, alone in our bed, 
knowing all the while you were gone to another younger and fairer” (285). This informs the reader 
about a hidden past in their relationship based on loyalty, as they stumble upon an occurrence left to 
be forgotten, a story of infidelity. She further elaborates by saying: “When we’ve finished resting 
here, and we’re on our path again, let me walk a little way in front and you behind. Let’s go on our 
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way like that, husband, for I’ll not welcome your step beside me now” (285), which is a clear sign 
of change in their relationship, as they were walking beside each other for a long time before she 
remembers his infidelity. Later on, Beatrice learns, by the uplifting of the mist, that she might have 
done “dark things” (322) to Axl. There is once again a shift in their relationship: “What will you say 
to me then? Will you turn away and leave me on this bleak hill?” (322). Beatrice dreads that her 
wrong doings might affect them and cause Axl to leave her. 
 
Search for Meaning 
The entirety of Axl and Beatrice’s adventure seems to be rooted in a search for meaning. 
Despite their venture constantly changing as they meet others and set out on new tasks, it is always 
with the goal of finding answers to what is happening around them, who they were and now are, 
and retrieving their son; symbolizing their legacy. A large part of human nature is the need for 
meaning (Betthyany & Russo-Netzer 2014). This could include leaving something behind, to create 
meaning in their lives by knowing that something will remain, even after one’s passing, and leave a 
reflection of their being within that which is left behind. 
Because of the mist, their memories speedily fade away. The purpose of the mist could be to 
identify the self in the ‘here and now’. But what are we without our memories and our personal 
past? Can we have an identity without being able to build it from our experiences, choices and 
realizations? 
 
Personal identity is a matter of psychological continuity. He 
considered personal identity (or the self) to be founded on 
consciousness (viz. memory), and not on the substance of 
either the soul or the body. (Nimbalkar 2011) 
 
This explains that the self is built purely on the consciousness building onto itself with memories 
through a constant flow of thoughts, which lead to choices, in turn to experiences, revelations, and 
over again9. This is perhaps what pushes our two protagonists to go on these various quests, as they 
all would serve as a piece of their life’s puzzle and finding the meaning behind everything that has 
happened to their country and to themselves. This could be interpreted as the Buried Giant: the 
ultimate truth of what has been buried under the forgetfulness of the nation. 
 
                                                        
9 See section: Locke – Personal Identity 
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Little resentment between Saxons and Britons survives, 
because the terrible, bloody deeds of the past have been 
buried under a layer of collective forgetting. Ishiguro thus 
raises a compelling point, forcing the reader to consider 
whether a safe, peaceful life is worth the loss of memory and 
identity. (Lien 2015) 
 
Memory can be deceiving, but the lack of memory even more so. During the lecture of the 
novel, however, the mysterious mist could in fact be seen as a positive force, as it causes those who 
live in the country to leave conflict and pain behind. So the question is whether it is worth 
forgetting one’s past, thereby losing part of oneself, to live in harmony with one another and one’s 
situation, or whether the most important thing is to hold onto what has constructed each person into 
who they are at present10. 
Axl and, in particular, Beatrice seem at the start of their venture to believe in the latter: that 
their memory is the most important thing. This could be understood, as the reason for which the 
elderly couple feels such a strong need to find their son. It seems that it is not for their son himself, 
but the image of strength and wisdom they carry in their minds of him. The two main characters 
show no signs of distress when the news of his death reaches their ears, indeed they have no 
reaction at all: “if your son’s burial place is found in some shaded spot, you may think of placing 
flowers about it” (Ishiguro 2015: 359), says the boatman. This is the first time his death is 
mentioned. Yet the reply to this is “I’ll not step off this boat, sir, while my wife sits within it” (359). 
One could then place the importance of their son in that he is a reflection or embodiment of 
themselves, which could perhaps give them clues as to their own identity. 
However, little by little, it dawns on them that the impact of their memories when they 
regain them might reveal too many negative events from the past, and cause conflict between 
themselves and destroy their relationship. This could also be analysed on a much larger scale; on a 
national level. Stuart Hall describes the formation of nationalism or national identity as historical 
culture being constructed (Brehony & Rassool 1999). The same question here then arises: without 
the memory of the history of one’s country, it becomes impossible to separate it from all others in a 
concrete way. If they cannot be differentiated, there is no reason for conflict as there are no grounds 
for constructing barriers. This will be discussed further later on. 
 
                                                        
10 See section: Locke – Personal Identity 
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The Island 
One of the essential themes in The Buried Giant is fate, the inevitable destiny and the lack 
of accepting one’s past and future that the characters face. This analysis will focus on the symbols 
found in the novel, and correlate them to this theme. The ending of the novel will be interpreted in 
relation to this theme. 
Psychopomps11 are found in many different cultures and religions, for example in Greek 
mythology Charon is Hades' ferryman. He carries dying souls across the rivers Styx and Acheron 
that divides the world of the living from the world of the dead (Leeming 2005). 
One of the first people the old couple meets on their journey is an old man with whom one 
could see a parallel with Charon. The boatman can, therefore, be seen as a symbol of death or a 
psychopomp, as he helps people cross to the other side. This becomes more and more apparent to 
the reader and correlates to the above-mentioned fables of Charon and other psychopomps. They 
meet him in a ruin where they go to find shelter. He presents himself as a “humble boatman who 
ferries travellers across choppy waters” (Ishiguro 2015: 41). With him is an old lady who follows 
him out of anger, as he- according to her- refused to ferry her across the river to join her husband on 
the island. She intends to remain in the ruins, punishing him for his unkindness by spilling the 
blood of countless rabbits in front of him. 
 
He came to where my husband and I were standing on the rocks 
and tied his boat. And to this day I don’t know how he did 
it, but somehow he tricked us. We were too trusting. With the 
island so near, this boatman took away my husband and left me 
waiting on the shore, after forty years and more of us being 
husband and wife and hardly a day apart. I can’t think how he 
did it. His voice must have put us in a dream, because before 
I know it he was rowing of with me husband and I was still on 
land. (Ishiguro 2015: 43) 
 
Here the old lady does not remember why they could not cross the river together, but the boatman 
explains this situation differently. “I’d happily have ferried this woman, but when she understood 
she wouldn’t be with her husband, she declared she didn’t care for such solitude and refused to go” 
(45). One can with a basis in these quotes argue that this woman is in sorrow: she lost her husband 
                                                        
11“A psychopomp is a guide, whose primary function is to escort souls to the afterlife” (Strong 2008) 
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and now blames the boatman for her misery because they could not escape her husband's inevitable 
death and stay together on the island of the dead. 
The first time the protagonists meet the boatman, he provides an explanation which supports 
the assumption of the island as a world of the dead "By now there will be hundreds inhabiting its 
field and woods. But it's a place of strange qualities, and one who arrives there will walk among its 
greenery and trees in solitude, never seeing another soul" (44). That is why Axl is afraid when they 
meet the boatman the second time. He knows that the time has come for Beatrice and they try to 
convince the boatman to ferry them to the island together because they know that if their love is 
true, the boatman will supposedly agree to this as he said this the first time they meet: 
 
Occasionally a couple may be permitted to cross to the island 
together, but this is rare. It requires an unusually strong 
bond of love between them. It does sometimes occur, I don’t 
deny, and that’s why when we find a man and wife, or even 
unmarried lovers, waiting to be carried over, it’s our duty 
to question them carefully. (Ishiguro 2015: 45) 
 
Even though he said this, the boatman will only agree to bring Beatrice and return for Axl 
afterwards. In other words, this means that they have to prove their love in order to cross to the 
other side together, but there is no longer a mist to protect them from their memories and the 
uncertainty of their true love and regained past might have been the reason for Axl not going with 
her. Furthermore, this meeting is open for many interpretations, but one might argue that the novel 
is ending with Beatrice dying and reunited with their son in the world of the dead.  This assumption 
is supported by them saying their goodbyes "’Farewell then, Axl’ ‘Farewell, my one true love’" 
(362). Here there are no indications of them meeting again, and they both seem to be aware of this. 
Relating these to episodes with the boatman, history seems to repeat itself. The resemblance 
between Axl’s situation and that of the old lady in the ruins’ is uncanny, but the question here is: 
Who is better off? The rabbit lady who does not remember, because of the mist, how the boatman 
persuaded her to stay behind, or Axl who now remembers, after the mist, has lifted, how he and his 
wife were separated? In other words, is it better to remember in order to accept one's fate, thereby 
being able to move on with one's life as Axl does, or staying in the same place both physically and 
mentally, and denying one's past as the old lady does? 
In conclusion, when we die, we all die alone. Despite the strength of their love, they cannot 
remain together in the afterlife: “I ask a question or two, the usual questions, for have I not done 
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this often enough? Then every now and then, to encourage her and to show I attend, I ask another” 
(353). The boatman tries to comfort both Axl and Beatrice as he has seen this situation between 
lovers before. He knows that losing the one you love is so painful that one would try to hold onto 
hope and their dream of being together forever and creates false hope to make the goodbye easier. 
In other words, Axl has to let Beatrice go and accept that their time together has come to an end. 
 
Outline of Never Let Me Go 
 Never Let Me Go is a story of friendship, hope and tragedy. It depicts a world where clones 
have been created for the sole purpose of donating their organs to ‘regular humans’ once they are 
fully-grown. The novel revolves around, and is narrated by the protagonist, Kathy. She is raised in 
an English boarding school, Hailsham, along with other clones, where they live until they reach the 
end of their adolescents. All clones- called students in the novel- leave their institutions- to live in 
cottages to prepare themselves for the outside world, as before this stage, they had never been 
outside their ‘schools’’ grounds. After a few years of living in the cottages, they move onto 
becoming carers- meaning that they take care of other clones in the process of donating- for an 
undetermined amount of time. At some point the carers are informed that they in turn are expected 
to start donating, after which each of them inevitably die at a young age of approximately 30, as 
their bodies slowly fail without their vital organs.  
Kathy narrates her life story from her present age of 31, from since she can remember as a 
little girl in the 1970’s until the late 1990’s. She has been a carer for an exceptionally long time and 
has just been informed that her time to begin donating will be within the next few months. As she 
thinks back on her life, she remembers the most significant times, mainly with her dearest friends, 
Ruth and Tommy, to whom she becomes a carer towards the end of the novel. These times describe 
the obstacles, conflicts she encounters, as well as the periods in her past when she has gone through 
change, and come to understand certain things about herself and her life. 
 
Genre of Never Let Me Go 
As mentioned earlier12, when working with Kazuo Ishiguro it is important to keep in mind 
what the author himself has said about genres. 
If one analyses the genre(s) in Never Let Me Go, one will find that the story resembles that 
of a science fiction story. This is showcased by the fact that we are dealing with an almost dystopian 
                                                        
12 See section: Genre of The Buried Giant 
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society in which a nation has been forced to create clones in order to harvest their organs for human 
beings: 
 
Your lives are set out for you. You'll become adults, then 
before you're old, before you're even middle-aged, you'll 
start to donate your vital organs. That's what each of you 
was created to do. You're not like the actors you watch on 
your videos, you're not even like me. You were brought into 
this world for a purpose, and your futures, all of them, have 
been decided (Ishiguro 2006: 80). 
 
However, it is not as simple as that, because the reader is not presented with a futuristic setting, but 
instead Never Let Me Go is set in a very close past, the 1990’s. A case can therefore be made that 
the author is trying to create a critique of the society, and as such one can argue that the most 
dominant genre in the novel is social science fiction. This argument can be made because Never Let 
Me Go is not focusing on the technicalities of cloning, but simply accepts that this is the world as it 
is, and instead focuses more on how this affects the characters of the novel. In other words, while 
science fiction generally focuses on the how and why a given technological development is 
possible, social science fiction focus on the what if a given technological development has already 
happened. The reader is, however, not only presented with a science fiction novel. 
Argumentatively, one is also presented with a “classic” boarding school story. This is evident as the 
children of Hailsham are brought up in a boarding school environment. Thus it is a ‘classic’ 
boarding school story, the ‘classic’ part is of course limited because of the fact that we are dealing 
with a science fiction novel. But, as mentioned above, the technological advances are not explained 
by the author and therefore, the boarding school seems like a normal one. Furthermore, the 
characteristics of a ‘classic’ boarding school story is highly observable for the reader.  
 It could be reasonably contended that, this science fiction novel falls under the category of 
soft science fiction. This argument can be made since, as mentioned above, the focus is not on the 
technicalities of the technological advances, but instead on the social implications this may have. 
These social implications are, for the reader in Never Let Me Go, limited to the implications on the 
clones. The novel raises the questions of how being cloned affects a person or if this person is even 
human at all.  
So, what can one use this knowledge of the genres in Never Let Me Go to? As mentioned in 
the beginning of this paragraph one, first and foremost, gains a better insight into the different 
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facets of the novel; one can, after such an analysis understand that this novel is not just a simple 
one, but instead a complicated piece of literature. In turn, one realises the possibilities an author has 
when writing a novel. The author does not have to confine himself to one particular genre, and as 
such is able to create a limitless story that can tell and touch upon whatever the author might deem 
important. This knowledge of genre and the use of it will be used later when discussing the 
possibilities of literature versus the limitations of science.   
 
Narration 
Narrative Point of View 
Never Let Me Go is told from a first-person perspective. The reader is introduced to the 
narrator Kathy, who looks back on her life from her current point of view. This narrative 
perspective is evidently shown already in the first sentence where the reader meets the narrator 
Kathy for the first time: "My name is Kathy H. I’m thirty-one years old and I’ve been a carer for 
over eleven years” (Ishiguro 2006: 3). The quote also shows that the first thing Kathy does is to 
assert her current identity. Kathy goes on to tell the reader about her job as a carer and about her 
time at Hailsham. This personal perspective is kept throughout the book when the reader follows 
Kathy in her reflections and flashbacks of her childhood and youth. Kathy’s reflective side is shown 
when Madame catches her dancing to the song ‘Never Let Me Go’. “When I got back to my friends 
a few minutes later I didn't tell them anything about what had happened … what I wished more than 
anything was that the thing hadn’t happened at all” (72). Kathy does not talk to anyone about the 
incident until she tells Tommy a couple of years later, but because the reader follows her from this 
reflective first-person perspective, one gets an inside view of her feelings towards what happened 
and how she recalls the situation with her present knowledge and feelings. 
The narrative point of view that Ishiguro has used in the novel gives the reader the 
opportunity to be inside Kathy's head and hear her thoughts. This can on the other hand be limiting, 
because the reader is unable to see the situation from other characters' point of view or to see 
situations that Kathy is not directly involved in or told. 
 
Memory and the Past 
Having talked about the narrative perspective and how Kathy is looking at her past, it comes 
naturally to look at how her memory and understanding of the past affects the reader's 
understanding of the novel. 
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The novel is build up from Kathy's memories of different situations, and the reader is left 
with a single option, which is to trust the narrator. It is very clear to see that the narrator is focusing 
on the past-self rather than the present-self, which is shown when she is driving in her car at the 
beginning of the novel. 
 
Driving around the country now, I still see things that will 
remind me of Hailsham. I might pass the corner of a misty 
field, or see part of a large house in the distance as I come 
down the side of a valley, even a particular arrangement of 
poplar trees up on a hillside and I’ll think: ´maybe that's 
it! I’ve found it! This actually is Hailsham! (Ishiguro 2006: 
6) 
 
The narrator is very interested in finding something from her past, rather than focusing on 
her present life. She is focused on understanding her past, but her own understanding of it may not 
be how it all happened, which she admits herself. An example of this is when Kathy says “Or 
maybe I’m remembering wrong” (8). As a narrator, this makes Kathy relatively unreliable. The 
question is if she is untrustworthy as a narrator, or if the author has used this to put focus on how 
Kathy is changing and choosing the memories due to her subjective input. She wants to remember 
in order to feel satisfied with the present situation and the life she has lived. 
 
The earlier years—the ones I've just been telling you about—
they tend to blur into each other as a kind of golden time, 
and when I think about them at all, even the not-so-great 
things, I can't help feeling a sort of glow. (Ishiguro 2006: 
76) 
 
This quote illustrates how Kathy is forming a kind of ‘mist’ of happiness in her life and deliberately 
chooses to make her vision of her upbringing more joyful than it was. As mentioned earlier the 
reader only sees the story from Kathy's point of view, and it is important to remember that Kathy is 
not telling the story for the sake of the reader, but for her own sake, to reflect on her life. 
When investigating how the narrator remembers the past, which she explains to the reader, it 
is very clear that she is telling it from a certain point of view and forming the past as she wants to 
remember it, and not how it might have been. Ruth and Tommy might have a different 
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understanding and memory of a given situation. There are even parts where the characters do not 
agree on what has happened in the past, for example the disagreement between Kathy and Ruth 
about how long their ‘secret guard business’ lasted: “She claimed it had been just a matter of two or 
three weeks – but that was almost certainly wrong. She was probably embarrassed about it and so 
the whole thing had shrunk in her memory” (49). This situation unmistakably shows that the 
characters have different memories and a different focus on what is important. Even though they 
share a particular memory, they still do not agree on what has happened, and the reader might never 
know what has actually happened. 
Kathy’s narration gives the impression of the narrative term orality13 by using words such as 
“say”, “anyway” (3) and slang such as “daft” (9) She remembers things as she tells the story and it 
gives the impression of her narration to be conversational – just as a ‘regular’ human would talk and 
think. This spontaneity in the narration forms an idea of her narration as her own memories of her 
past self that she finds important in the formation of her present self. 
The tone of narration is very euphemistic, which can be seen through Kathy’s use of 
vocabulary. For example, she replaces the word ‘clones’ with "students" (82) and ‘be killed’ with 
"to be completed" (203). The use of these words indicates that Kathy is not in touch with the cruelty 
of the real world and that she tries to accept the reality without dealing with her own emotions.  
The subject formation of Kathy takes place through her way of narrating. She narrates her 
life-story as a way of making sense of her present life “I’ve been getting this urge to order all these 
old memories. What I really wanted, I suppose was to get straight all the things that happened 
between me and Tommy and Ruth after we grew up and left Hailsham” (37). Her story focuses on 
her childhood and youth, with only little notice to the present, because she is trying to make 
meaning of her current self. 
 
Involvement of the Reader 
The way the narration is built up involves the reader's emotions actively in the life of Kathy. 
As mentioned before, the genre of the book can be described as social science fiction14. Instead of 
having a focus on the science of making clones, the book solely concentrates on the everyday life of 
Kathy, which is described in detail. The facts that the students are clones, are all expected to donate 
their organs and then die, are hardly touched upon and are not topics the narrator focuses on. The 
reader is provoked to think of the moral facets of these aspects throughout the book, as it is still not 
                                                        
13 A tendency to favour the spoken rather than the written form of language 
14 See section: Genre of The Buried Giant 
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something that is answered and explained at any point. The narration does not allow the reader to 
get out of Kathy’s mind. Even though the reader is distanced from the setup of the novel and the 
narration is battened-down and shows no signs of emotion or wish to revolt, it still creates an 
emotional impact on the reader and makes one feel the things Kathy tries to suppress. Even though 
the main topic of the narrative, which is her being a clone, is repressed by Kathy, it is still partly 
transferred to the reader. 
 
Characters and Characterisation  
Kathy  
Kathy is the main protagonist from whose perspective the story is told. We follow her 
thoughts as thinking back on her upbringing at Hailsham, the life at the Cottages and the job as 
carer. Kathy’s personality has some sort of duality to it. At times she can be firm, controlling and 
independent opposed to other times where she is weak, controlled and dependent. Kathy is a very 
empathetic person, in the way she treats Tommy when the others are mocking him, her compassion 
for Ruth, despite the way she is being treated by her, also showed evident in success as a carer. 
Kathy’s more dependent side is mostly shown at Hailsham when around her fellow students, 
mainly among the other girls, especially Ruth. We see this power play already at the beginning 
where Ruth invites Kathy to ride her imaginary horses, although Kathy was already playing with 
some other girls (Ishiguro 2006). Being the only one invited by Ruth -which she finds delightful -
she has to leave those friends. Kathy was asked whether she has any horses herself, which she does 
not, leading Ruth to lend Kathy her horses. By not having any horses herself, Kathy gives Ruth the 
possibility to be in charge of the game, telling Kathy how to ride the different horses and deciding 
what horses Kathy could borrow. Also Ruth was the one to end the playing, ordering Kathy around 
telling her to stable the horses properly (46-47). 
Another example of Kathy’s dependency is the situation revolving around Ruth’s pencil 
case where Kathy tries to expose Ruth in a lie about how it came into her possession. Ruth did not 
reject the idea of Miss Geraldine, i.e. a guardian, giving this to her, which would place Ruth above 
the other students. Once Kathy confronts Ruth with her suspicion- which seems to prove right- 
Kathy immediately regrets her action. 
 
I now felt awful, and I was confused. But as we stood there 
together staring at the fog and rain, I could think of no way 
now to repair the damage I'd done. I think I said something 
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pathetic like: ‘It's all right, I didn't see anything 
much.’(Ishiguro 2006:60) 
 
After this, Kathy tries to make amends with Ruth, getting back within the inner circle which 
depends on Ruth’s feeling towards Kathy, whether she approves or not. She does small things like 
pretending that Ruth was more favourable in the eyes of their favourite guardian, Miss Geraldine, 
making sure that Ruth is the first to leave the room right after the guardian. In general, she just tries 
to make Ruth feel better off than any of the other girls (61-63). 
When leaving Hailsham for the Cottages, Kathy becomes slightly more independent. She 
starts talking back to Ruth, questioning her behaviour with no regret, as at Hailsham, one might say 
it is a transition to becoming independent. This is seen when Kathy addresses how Ruth treats 
Tommy. Kathy finds that Ruth neglects Tommy, only having him around when it is profitable to 
her. Even though Ruth manages to turn this accusation around, Kathy does not step back and sticks 
to her opinion, resulting in her getting up and leaving.    
  
She watched me carefully, then did a laugh, as though to say: 
‘We're still friends, aren't we?’ But I didn't find anything 
to laugh about in this last remark of hers. I just picked up 
my book and walked off without another word. (Ishiguro 2006: 
123) 
 
Here, Kathy does not stand down, but fights back and finally just leaves Ruth with any answer to 
her question. This is one of the first obvious occasions where Kathy stands up to Ruth, something 
that happens from time to time in the cottages. However, there are also times where Kathy does not 
stand up to Ruth and her dominating personality. When making fun of Tommy’s drawing, Ruth 
says that Kathy also finds them foolish, when in reality she had never said such a thing. Instead of 
telling the truth, Kathy joins in on Ruth’s lie (194-196). She finds herself in a situation needing to 
choose Ruth -her best friend, or Tommy -the guy whom she cares the most about. 
When becoming a carer, Kathy is for the first time on her own, and is in control not only of 
herself but her donors as well. By being Ruth’s carer Kathy gained the upper hand in their 
relationship, they are no longer equally positioned. She is now the one in charge and Ruth is, maybe 
not fearing Kathy, but at least careful around her: “she went on looking at me if not with fear, then 
with a real wariness” (211). By being a carer, Kathy finds herself with the authority to make 
decisions concerning the donors, as with the trip to the boat where Ruth says, “I wasn't suggesting 
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anything. I know you've got other donors to worry about.”  To where Kathy responds “But you'd 
like to see it. You'd like to see this boat, wouldn't you, Ruth?” (212). From this it can be deducted 
that Kathy is now the one in charge. To continue her liberation from Ruth, Kathy does what Ruth 
does not want her to without even thinking about it. When picking up Tommy, for their trip, Ruth 
tells Kathy not to get out of the car, but as Ruth did this Kathy decided to get out of the car due to 
what Ruth said. Once again, Kathy has to choose between the two most important people in her life, 
this time though she does as she pleases and not what Ruth says. A clear sign of the developing 
independency. 
Finally we see Kathy, letting go of her former self when she is visiting Norfolk after 
Tommy’s death. She imagines Tommy to be standing on the other side of the fence but decides 
neither to approach him, nor even look back as she leaves. She now relies only on herself to fulfil 
her destiny as a clone “to drive off to wherever it was I was supposed to be” (282). 
 
Ruth 
Ruth is one of the three main characters in Never Let Me Go. She is Kathy’s best friend, and 
throughout most of the novel, Tommy’s girlfriend. Although she and Kathy are best friends, there is 
more to the relationship than that. One might argue that they are almost archenemies. While she can 
be the best of friends, almost the perfect example of a friend, she can also be her ‘enemy’. This two-
sided relationship can be attributed to the personality of Ruth. 
Ruth’s personality has two sides to it. At times she can be loving and caring, like when 
Kathy loses her Bridgewater tape. In this situation Ruth does all she can to help Kathy find it. Kathy 
does not want to make a big fuss about losing the tape, because she does not want anyone to know 
how much she cares about it. Ruth senses this and nonchalantly tries to help Kathy find it without 
creating a stir around it: 
 
Looking back, I can see how she must have realised, then and 
there, exactly what losing the tape meant to me, and at the 
same time, how important it was for me there was no fuss. So 
she'd replied that night with a distracted shrug and gone on 
with what she was doing. But the next morning, when I was 
coming back from the bathroom, I could hear her–in a casual 
voice like it wasn't anything much–asking Hannah if she was 
sure she hadn't seen my tape. (Ishiguro 2006: 74) 
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Ruth even goes as far as giving Kathy a new tape. Although the new tape has no resemblance to the 
tape Kathy lost, it still goes to show how she does care for her. 
However, the reader also experiences another side of Ruth. This side, one might argue, is 
more hostile than the friendly one. Here, she is the leader and the unforgiving type. One example of 
this can be found when they are living at the Cottages. In this situation, Tommy has just told Ruth 
about his theory regarding the Gallery: 
 
But then Ruth said: ‘Tommy's been telling me about his big 
theory. He says he's already told you. Ages ago. But now, 
very kindly, he's allowing me to share in it too.’ Tommy gave 
a sigh and was about to say something, but Ruth said in a 
mock whisper: ‘Tommy's big Gallery theory!’ (Ishiguro, 2006: 
191) 
 
Here one evidently sees the other side of Ruth. Not only is she mocking Tommy’s idea and being 
jealous about Kathy knowing about it before her, but she is also speaking in a derogatory manner. 
Here it is outlined for the reader that Ruth has this less friendly side to her. 
The examples above show the two sides of Ruth, but these are not the only times one can 
see this. One would be able to find many similar paragraphs in the book. In fact, a case could be 
made, that Ruth almost constantly changes personality based on the situation she finds herself in. 
Furthermore, Ruth gives the reader an impression of herself as a dominating person. The 
kind of person you do not want to get on the bad side of. An example of this can be found in a story 
Kathy tells about the first real memory she has of Ruth. In this memory, children are playing in a 
sandpit and Kathy explains how Ruth is looking angrily at a number of the girls, because they had 
made her cross. Kathy seems almost afraid of Ruth by the way she describes her own reaction to 
this situation. Kathy looks away and tries to avoid drawing attention to herself, by ignoring the 
situation (Ishiguro 2006: 45). 
Ruth also comes across as a know-it-all. It is very plausible that she does not want to admit 
if there is something she does not know. One might argue that she feels embarrassed to admit any 
sort of defeat. This is why Kathy believes, for a long time, that Ruth knows how to play chess, 
when in reality she has no clue, and just makes up the rules as she goes along (53). 
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Tommy 
 Tommy is the last of the three main characters and the boyfriend of both Ruth and Kathy at 
different times. Tommy is an object of mockery through most of his time at Hailsham. Even though 
Ruth and Tommy end up being a couple, she does not care for him at the beginning. As a matter of 
fact she is the motor of the mocking of him within the group of girls “He doesn't suspect a thing … 
the idiot!” (Ishiguro 2006: 7). At one point Tommy is playing football with some other Hailsham 
boys, who are deliberately trying to humiliate him by not choosing him for any team, and it works. 
Tommy throws one of his many tantrums due to the frequent mocking. One of the girls explains the 
reason for this as him being a “layabout” (10). What they mean about this, is Tommy not producing 
anything in the art classes, because when he does it is in such a childish manner that also this leads 
to jokes about him. 
Despite his ill-tempered tantrums, Tommy is a guy with a good heart. When Kathy tries to 
tell him about his favourite shirt being ruined, he snapped at her as he could not care less about her 
opinion, and then accidently hits her. However, later on he found her to apologize -several times- 
for his behaviour (14). 
After leaving the Cottages and becoming a donor, him and Ruth were no longer a couple. As 
a matter of fact, Kathy and Tommy became a couple once Ruth told Kathy to become Tommy’s 
carer right before her completion. Back in the cottages, Tommy got the idea for him and Ruth to 
visit Madame in an attempt to get a deferral, however, once Kathy and Tommy were a couple they 
executed this plan. Tommy thought, since he never did manage to get anything into the Gallery, he 
had -while at the cottages and at his donor centre - been filling notebook after notebook with 
drawings. Something that can, if it is needed, “reveal your soul” to get a deferral (173). 
One might argue that Tommy is the only one trying to break with the system into what they 
have been created. When throwing his tantrums, he acts according to what he feel -the feeling of 
being cheated. When he does not get to play with the other boys, or once they have been told that a 
deferral will not be achievable to him and Kathy, or any other clone. Whereas the other students 
silently accept -as far as we know- their destiny and carry on doing what they are supposed to. 
Tommy at least shows discomfort in doing that (268-269). 
 
Friendship 
In this chapter, the concept of friendship will be examined. The novel draws a parallel 
between friendships as portrayed in the storyline and in reality by means of how it depicts human 
differences and similarities within relationships. As a result of these conditions, we go through 
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different emotions and transitions in our friendships and interactions with other people throughout 
our lives. These can sometimes lead to misunderstandings, arguments, accidentally or purposefully 
hurting each other, or on the contrary create reconciliations by the way we support each other as 
friends.   
Within the novel, the main friendship is the one between Kathy, Tommy and Ruth, but also 
the individual relations among them. When looking at the friendship between Kathy and Ruth, it 
clearly portrays these above-mentioned difficulties driven by their individual characteristics 
(Ishiguro 2006). Within this, the big question of what signifies a good friend is provoked as the 
characters experience different obstacles to overcome within their individual relationships. “And 
my role, as her closest friend, was to give her silent support, as if I was in the front row of the 
audience when she was performing on stage” (128). Especially in this quote, the relationship 
between the girls is described in details; Ruth is the dominant party and Kathy the submissive. 
Additionally, the roles of the two girls are noticeable to the reader, both in this quotation and but 
also in their shifting throughout the novel. As a result of this inequality, a friction occurs between 
the two when Kathy rebels against the oppressive Ruth.   
 
Then I glanced at Ruth and got a real shock. I don't know 
what I'd expected; for all my fantasies of the past month, 
I'd never really considered what it would be like in a real 
situation like the one unfolding at that moment. Now I saw 
how upset Ruth was; how for once she was at a complete loss 
for words, and had turned away on the verge of tears. And 
suddenly my behaviour seemed to me utterly baffling. All this 
effort, all this planning, just to upset my dearest friend. 
(Ishiguro 2006: 59-60) 
 
Empathy builds on the basic human ability to put yourself in the shoes of others. In the above 
quotation, the characteristics of this particular capability finds expression in the way Ruth’s reaction 
affects Kathy. In addition, she even uses the word “fantasies” (59) in her way of describing the 
anticipation of this scenario; this is something she has been contemplating for some time. This can 
also be understood as the oppression from Ruth pronouncing itself – the paradox lies within the fact 
that Kathy wishes to do unto Ruth, as Ruth has done unto her. All this anticipation comes down to 
this, and now she is rather disappointed because of the fact that this vengeance is not as satisfying 
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as she might have thought it be. These factors illuminate the inner conflict Kathy experiences 
regarding her ‘love-hate’ relationship with Ruth. Considering Kathy’s inner dialogue in this 
quotation, as it demonstrates how these differences between them fuel feelings of resentment 
towards others and wanting to purposefully hurt even the best of her friends. 
As the story of their friendship develops, a clear process of growing up reflects upon it. 
Throughout the novel, the reader gets the impression that the two girls owe each other something at 
first. Almost as if it was yet another competition between them, they demonstrate acceptance and 
acknowledgement by the display of nice gestures to one another.  “It was obvious from her manner 
towards me, not just over the next few days, but over the weeks that followed, how pleased she was 
with me” (63). Here, Kathy explains the shift of Ruth’s manner when she gets her will and wins 
over Kathy– she seems pleased with the fact that Kathy subjects to her controlling behaviour and 
even rewards her by being nice to her afterwards. Kathy then elaborates on this palpable 
manipulation: “it was easy to recognise the signs of her looking around for some opportunity to do 
something nice, something really special for me” (63). 
An interesting point can be found in the obvious manipulation presented between Kathy and 
Ruth– they both take advantage of the situation and do it for the sake of winning. Although, the 
main interest is keeping peace, it comes off quite clear that this exaggerated display of 
acknowledgement in the girls’ behaviours is a sign of manipulation, which serves as a shelter for 
conflicts to disappear within. This shows a general, maturing development in their friendship, i.e. 
the ability to suppress conflicts and give the space needed but on the contrary still binds them to a 
primitive tool of manipulating demeanours. 
Additionally, in the aspect of the bond between the two girls is the fact that these tensions 
are not as outspoken as they could be, but the feelings of anger, resentment and oppression are 
rooted deep in the ground and only surfaces occasionally. As earlier described, Kathy explains the 
episode of surprising Ruth in the shower15, which reveals the veiled and unspoken bond between 
the two.   
 
The look of alarm that went across her face took me aback.... 
Of course, I was expecting her to be a little surprised. But 
the thing was, after she'd taken it in and seen it was me, 
there was a clear second, maybe more, when she went on 
looking at me if not with fear, then with a real wariness. It 
                                                        
15 See section: Character and Characterisation  
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was like she'd been waiting and waiting for me to do 
something to her, and she thought the time had now come. 
(Ishiguro 2006: 211) 
 
This particular passage gives rise to multiple questions about the oddness of the situation between 
two supposed best friends. It too raises awareness about the unreliability of what Kathy explains as 
right or wrong throughout the novel– which standpoint does this leave the reader with? One might 
advocate that Kathy leaves certain happenings out, depicting Ruth as a controlling, superior 
persona. However, this might not be the exact case, noticeably shown in the alarming reaction of 
Ruth when Kathy surprises her. Even though Ruth has realized that it is her friend standing in front 
of her, the feelings of alarm and wariness pronounce themselves. It, too, can be interpreted as the 
expectation of Kathy getting back at her for her controlling behaviour, as if Ruth realizes her 
mistakes and accepts her fate. Kathy and Ruth have an on-going competition to the point of 
destroying one another but on the contrary, they support each other. 
As time goes by and they live at the cottages, Kathy describes a change in their relationship 
and how they used to talk to each other for a long time, exchanging secrets:   
 
We used to have these talks, the two of us ... exchanging our 
deepest feelings about our new life like nothing had ever 
come between us. And what made these heart-to-hearts 
possible–you might even say what made the whole friendship 
possible during that time–was this understanding we had that 
anything we told each other during these moments would be 
treated with careful respect: that we'd honour confidences, 
and that no matter how much we rowed, we wouldn't use against 
each other anything we'd talked about during those sessions. 
(Ishiguro 2006: 124) 
 
Via this silent agreement between the girls, it enables them to destroy parts of the manipulation that 
has been going on for years by the way they agree upon not spilling each other’s secrets. As they 
confide bluntly in each other and at last treat one another with respect. It portrays the friendship 
between Kathy and Ruth as having grown even stronger and mature through this secret agreement. 
This open and blunt conversation between them conveys about a mutual trust between the two girls, 
even though their relationship is built on a great amount of mistrust. 
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As the story develops, the roles shift between Kathy and Ruth. Kathy is suddenly the one in 
charge whereas Ruth is portrayed as a submissive party as if she has grown softer over the years, 
and wants to make amends and apologize for her controlling behaviour during their childhood. At 
one point, the three – Kathy, Tommy and Ruth – decide to go on a trip to see a stranded boat 
(Ishiguro 2006). Kathy, being a carer, is by far the most physically able compared to Tommy and 
Ruth, who serve as donors. This above-mentioned shift is seen in the way Tommy and Ruth is 
“waiting almost like children to be told which way to go” (218), thereby making Kathy a leading 
figure for the two to follow, and thus emphasizing Kathy’s physical advantage as a symbol of 
superiority over the two others. This particular chapter of the book builds up an anticipation of 
change and depicts the shifting roles of the three individuals. In order to get a better grasp of this 
shift, one must investigate the relationship between Kathy and Tommy, as it is closely related to, 
and controlled by the relationship between Ruth and Kathy. At first hand, the reader gets the 
impression of Kathy and Tommy ending up as a couple. Kathy is concerned about Tommy from the 
beginning of the novel by the way she approaches him having one of his tantrums and tells him that 
he is ruining his polo shirt (Ishiguro 2006). The polo shirt can be interpreted as an unspoken 
attraction between the two, as it signifies something special and important to Tommy, which Kathy 
then shows concern for him ruining. “Then I saw the surprise register on his face that I should know 
about his feelings for the polo shirt” (11). It becomes obvious to the reader that Kathy and Tommy 
have some unspoken and veiled bond, which is emphasized throughout the novel by the mutual care 
and concern they show each other. When considering the relationship between the two girls 
together with the relationship between Kathy and Tommy, this revelation of unspoken problematic 
is displayed as a reoccurring phenomenon throughout the novel. 
There are two defining twists happening during this trip to the boat – Ruth’s submissive and 
careful behaviour, and the ganging up of Kathy and Tommy. Throughout the car drive back and 
forth, the reader senses this ‘ganging up’ by the way Kathy and Tommy continuously back up one 
another with chiming in and approving each other’s statements. Whereas Ruth seems to back down 
and silently look away (Ishiguro 2006). This exemplifies Ruth accepting her fate and her wanting to 
make amends. Kathy describes it as “there was an atmosphere of something being held back” (224), 
leaving an impression that all of this anticipation is leading up to this particular moment of 
redemption. This particular passage specifically emphasizes Ruth’s wish to make amends, and has 
given up on the manipulation and vengeance. Her only wish is for Kathy to forgive her for 
everything she has done over the years (Ishiguro 2006). Ruth goes on by telling Kathy and Tommy 
that her biggest mistake was to keep them apart. 
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‘That was the worst thing I did,’ she said again. ‘I'm not 
even asking you to forgive me about that. ... It should have 
been you two. I'm not pretending I didn't always see that. Of 
course I did, as far back as I can remember. But I kept you 
apart. ... What I want is for you to put it right. Put right 
what I messed up for you.’ (Ishiguro 2006: 228) 
 
It becomes clear that Ruth is aware that she will die soon, so she wishes for Tommy and Kathy to 
be together, even though she has been keeping them apart for years. At last, Ruth sets aside her 
controlling behaviour and wishes the two of her dearest friends the best. The trio had always been 
divided in duos and now everything seems to be resolved, “like there was now at least a door open 
to somewhere better” (230). Kathy elaborates by describing it as if “all the guardedness, all the 
suspicions between me and Ruth evaporated, and we seemed to remember everything we’d once 
meant to each other” (230). 
In conclusion, this main relationship between Ruth and Kathy aligns with a realistic human, 
everyday interaction. This particular interaction between the two girls depict differences that 
sometimes bring people together when moving past them. Although, it might be said that Ruth has 
regrets in the way she treated her friends, however she still tries to make amends by admitting her 
faults. Additionally, Kathy comes of as a passive aggressive and submissive persona but on the 
contrary has a unrevealed and darker side to her than she lets the reader know except through 
hidden incidents. The importance of being in charge and manipulation people in order to be 
superior is an overall theme throughout the novel in the perspective of Kathy and Ruth’s friendship 
as it governs their behaviour towards each other. Thus, friendships and relationships are – like 
humans who interact within those – an immeasurable size, which can bring out the worst and best in 
people. 
   
Themes and Symbolism 
Being Human 
One might argue that a striking and disturbing part of the novel Never Let Me Go is how it 
forces the reader to question the ethics of the story, and what defines a human. Part of this could be 
that everyone has roots, connections, and the wish to leave a mark in some way. 
This is an issue in the novel mentioned above: the students at Hailsham are stripped of these 
human characteristics. But can we really say that they are not human? This is in fact the whole point 
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of the boarding school; to show the world that these beings created for the sake of donating organs 
to ‘regular humans’, are indeed part of the species and not solely experimental objects grown in 
laboratories. These clones go through all the same stages as a regular person: expressing emotions, 
experimenting with sex, holding onto and cherishing the past, needing human connection, and 
searching for meaning in their lives. 
“A man, woman, or child of the species Homo sapiens, distinguished from other animals by 
superior mental development, power of articulate speech, and upright stance” (Human Being 2016). 
This is the technical definition of a human being, but of course the question is much more complex 
and abstract than this. In the book, it seems that the only argument for them not being human is that 
they have no family, and no possibility of having children. A basic and core human predisposition 
is the want- or need- to reproduce.  But it is not enough to say that because they cannot fulfil this 
task, they are not a ‘regular humans’. What about a barren woman? Or a man, who chose to get a 
vasectomy? There would hardly be a debate as to whether they are any less human. 
In the second to last chapter, when Kathy and Tommy track down Madame in search for 
answers, the conversation they have with Miss Emily- the former headmistress of Hailsham- is very 
revealing. She explains to the two why the school existed in the first place: “we did it to prove you 
had souls at all” (Ishiguro 2006: 255), she says to the shock of her old students. Here, the proof of 
humanity is the possession of a soul- the most abstract and improvable aspects of a person, which 
only some believe to exist. For the guardians at Hailsham though, proof of such a thing is the 
capacity to create, and to show that they have a mind of their own, thereby revealing their 
individuality, hence the importance of the art classes in school. “Emotional or intellectual energy or 
intensity, especially as revealed in a work of art or an artistic performance” (Soul 2016). Here is one 
of the many definitions of the soul. If we go along with this definition of the soul, our Hailsham 
students are indeed human, regardless of whether they came from a family or laboratory. 
Through this, we could interpret part of the novel’s meaning not to show clones as humans, 
but humans’ similarity to clones, in the sense that everyone’s individuality only extends to a certain 
point, but the rest is purely the imitation of what we see from those around us. This can be seen 
while examining, for instance, people within various cultures (Hou 2002). This goes hand-in-hand 
with the themes of hopes and dreams, which will be explored later on in the project. It is the feeling 
of having barriers set up in our lives that we do not question because we believe that it is out of our 
control. We see this when the students go to the Cottages after Hailsham. Ruth seems to believe 
exactly this, as she imitates the actions of the older students e.g. Chrissie and Rodney. This could be 
interpreted as her way of securing their humanity. 
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People learn everything from their environment and then teach themselves to form their own 
ideas based on what they have lived beforehand (Hou 2002). Yet Ruth and most of the other clones 
seem to constantly feel the need to do nothing but repeat the actions of those around them, whereas 
Kathy and Tommy are, on the contrary, determined to follow their own paths and ask questions 
they have never heard before (Ishiguro 2006). This shows two sides of human nature: the will to 
make something of yourself, and the fright of jumping into something new and unfamiliar without 
the knowledge of how it will work out. 
The way the novel intensifies all stages of life by giving the characters a very short lifespan 
and strict limitations to where they can go and what they can accomplish, even throughout certain 
events at the boarding school, like the Sales. We see a human struggle, and this gives the clones a 
seemingly heightened humanity (Ishiguro 2006). In this way, it seems that, ironically, the clones’ 
humanity is more pronounced than that of ‘real humans’. 
      The human trait of feeling that one belongs somewhere, and the will to leave something 
behind would- for most people- be mainly family and descendants. The clones of course do not 
have these, but the reader could identify symbols for these within the text: Hailsham, their chests 
filled with all their worldly possessions, which they obtained during the Sales, and the Sales 
themselves. Here, the question is whether ownership itself of these proves humanity, or whether it 
is the need to possess them. 
 The theory of primordialism16 goes well with the description of this sense of belonging that 
the students feel. The circumstances and the people and place where they have grown up is where 
they feel they truly come from, as that is where all their connections are. “All the students who’d 
grown up with me and were now spread across the country, carers and donors, all separated now but 
still somehow linked by the place we’d come from” (Ishiguro 2006: 208) which backs up this claim. 
 Hailsham is the closest thing the clones have to a family. It represents where they come 
from, and the source of their education. The students have a very complicated relationship with the 
boarding school, as it is where they have learnt everything they know and have a deep connection 
with it as it is where they have spent around half of their lives, yet it is also a prison to them. They 
cannot leave the grounds and have been told horror stories of students in the past who have tried to 
do so. This gives them the common and- again- intensified feeling of having restrictions, the 
ingrained belief that there are certain things, which we will simply never accomplish, and therefore 
we do not give those dreams a second thought. 
                                                        
16 See section: Hall – National Identity 
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      We can see how valuable their memories of their old school are, and how they cherish the 
objects which most people would discard after some time and never think about again. One could 
argue that this is not an option for the students, perhaps because the clones cannot have children 
together, or come from a unity of people. But through the sales, they create a connection with those 
around them and people gain recognition, thus forming the feeling of belonging. 
We see that she looks back at life throughout the novel, and this is usually the mental phase 
one goes through with the knowledge that there is only so much time left. It is the same with 
curiosity: as they go through their latter years in Hailsham, they begin to ask questions about their 
future, why things and what things are being kept from them. Also the interest in sex and the search 
for partnership show fundamental aspects of humanity. 
 
Freedom 
One of the essential themes of the novel Never Let Me Go is freedom, which is symbolized 
in many different ways throughout the storyline. In this part of the analysis, the focus will be on 
some symbols correlating to that theme. 
When the students are living at Hailsham, the topic of the future and dream jobs are often 
discussed amongst the students, both in smaller groups and when the guardians are around. Even 
though the conversation is often about how the students will live their lives when they grow up, 
they still cannot take action and do something to make their dreams come true. Hailsham has many 
different symbolic meanings, but when analysing the theme of freedom, the school can both be seen 
as a prison as well as a safe environment for the students to grow up in. The students do not leave 
the premises at any time until they are moved to the Cottages. They only talk about the outside 
world knowing it is there, but have never experienced it themselves. Furthermore, there are fences 
around the school and the students tell horrible stories about what have happened to children who 
left it's boundaries: "She'd been a Hailsham student until one day she'd climbed over a fence just to 
see what it was like outside" (Ishiguro 2006: 50). In contrast to this, Kathy, Tommy and Ruth 
reminisce about their life at the school as if it was a natural and positive influence on their 
personality and feel a sense of belonging to the ‘prison’. 
In addition, many of the students have certain ideas about how they will spend their lives 
when they leave both Hailsham and the Cottages: 
 
I don't remember anyone saying they were going to be a movie 
star or anything like that. The talk was more likely to be 
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about becoming a postman or working on a farm. Quite a few 
students wanted to be drivers of one sort or other ... 
Sometimes, if it was late, I'd close my eyes and nestle 
against the arm of a sofa–or of a boy ... –and drift in and 
out of sleep, letting images of the roads move through my 
head. (Ishiguro, 2006:140-141) 
 
This quote shows how the idea of driving and the open road is not only appealing to Kathy, but to 
all the students. When they are living in the cottages, they have the possibility of leaving the 
grounds and discovering the world. They go on trips by car, but their freedom is an illusion, which 
will be elaborated later. In the end, Kathy seems to have her dream job as a carer because she has 
her own car, and she spends most of her day driving on the open road, where she reminisces about 
her past. Additionally, she visits Tommy and Ruth, which perhaps makes her feel free within the 
frames that has been given to her.   
Another analogy for Hailsham is the clown carrying a bundle of balloons that Kathy meets 
after she hears the rumours about Hailsham closing: 
 
I thought about Hailsham closing, and how it was like someone 
coming along with a pair of shears and snipping the balloon 
strings just where they entwined above the man's fist. Once 
that happened, there'd be no real sense in which those 
balloons belonged with each other any more. (Ishiguro 2006: 
209) 
 
This quote shows how Kathy feels a sense of belonging to the other Hailsham students, and 
how they feel allied to one another. They are connected because of their mutual history and because 
they only have each other to consider as family. One could interpret the school closing as a sign of 
how the students no longer have a place to call home, and thereby nothing left to connect them 
anymore. Flying balloons are often viewed as a sign of freedom or letting go of something, but the 
fact that the clown holds on tightly to the balloons without letting them go is a paradox. Either 
Kathy is holding on to Hailsham because she feels a sense of belonging to the school, or that she 
will never feel complete freedom while her destiny is determined for her and therefore longs for 
someone to cut the balloons free. 
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Another symbol of freedom is the stranded boat that the three friends go to see. The symbol 
of the boat is another paradox. A boat is often an image of freedom, as there are no limits when 
sailing the open waters. The fact that the boat is stuck could be interpreted as how their 
opportunities are limited to what is predetermined for them. Thus, one can observe how Hailsham 
provides freedom for the people but within the frames given to them, which makes the sense of 
being free an illusion. 
 
Hopes, dreams and passivity 
One of the first things that might spring to mind when reading the novel is the question of 
why Kathy, Ruth and Tommy do not just drive off into the world without returning to their 
predetermined fate and creating a life of their own. For the reader, this could be both a frustrating 
and incomprehensible aspects of the novel. However, one might argue that the reason for this 
frustration lies in one's own opportunity of pursuing dreams and striving for a brighter future. 
Moreover, being conscientious seems to be natural to all the clones, as seen in this quotation where 
Kathy, Ruth and Tommy are sitting in the car talking about when they went on the trip to find 
Ruth’s possible and where Ruth's dream of working in an office comes closer than ever before: 
”’Don't you wonder sometimes, what might have happened if you'd tried?’ ‘How could I have 
tried?’ Ruth's voice was hardly audible. ‘It's just something I once dreamt about. That's all’” (226). 
Kathy is here raising the question of what might have happened if Ruth had pursued her dream. 
Maybe Kathy does this to daydream about how Ruth’s life could have turned out, or of what she 
herself could have achieved in her own life. Ruth’s passive attitude is depicted in her hopelessness; 
as she believes it was a childhood dream and an unrealistic goal for her. 
However, there seem to be parts of Kathy and Tommy's personalities that are aware of 
another possible future than donating their organs and complete after a number of donations. Their 
conversation in the car continues when Kathy says: 
 
‘But if you'd at least looked into it. How do you know? They 
might have let you.’ ‘Yeah, Ruth,’ Tommy said. ‘Maybe you 
should at least have tried. After going on about it so much. 
I think Kath's got a point.’ (Ishiguro, 2006: 226) 
 
In this quotation, Kathy and Tommy confront Ruth about her not trying to pursue her plans for the 
future, but the conversation takes an unexpected turn when Kathy and Tommy themselves are 
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presented with the opportunity of changing their own fate, but seem to doubt that they can change 
their luck, which shows the double standards of the characters. Reflecting on this, humans often 
tend to stay within their comfort zones, and leaving it can be scary even though one might know 
that a brighter future lies ahead if one dares to step into the unknown. 
Furthermore, the three friends seem to have accepted that they are living in an isolated 
environment; Kathy supports this claim when she describes the first months of their lives in the 
Cottages: ”Of course, in practice, especially during the first months, we rarely stepped beyond the 
confines of the Cottages. We didn't even walk about the surrounding countryside or wander into the 
nearby village. I don't think we were afraid exactly” (116). 
When the students are at Hailsham as children and young teenagers, it is understandable 
why they do not attempt to flee as children are still developing their own opinions, and are more 
likely to trust authority figures than adults are. But when Kathy, Ruth and Tommy are living in the 
cottages, there are no real guardians who take care of them in the same way as at Hailsham. They 
have several opportunities to go on excursions, move around the area as they wish without being 
told that they cannot leave the premises, but still they do not ever leave Hailsham. This can be seen 
as a passive attitude to life but at the same time, it can be rooted in their background as they have 
lived isolated their entire lives and find this a natural way of living. Even though there are no 
guardians to tell them what to do, they are still being provided with all their basic needs and 
guidance from the older clones, which make the cottage a safe place where the characters can be 
part of a community and feel a sense of belonging. 
An essential part of growing up is learning where your boundaries are, forming one’s own 
opinion and building up self-confidence17. When the reader follows Kathy, Ruth and Tommy’s 
development from childhood to ‘old age’, it is clear to see how their personalities develop, allowing 
them to make grown-up decisions when reunited at the donor centres. Kathy is taking care of the 
other clones which show that she is responsible and aware of both her own and the others situations, 
which implies that she no longer has a childlike way of thinking because she has become an 
authority herself. This and the fact that they all have or have had plans about another future make it 
impossible to understand why running away is never spoken of. 
In conclusion, this aspect of the novel shows not only how the characters feel and act, but 
also implies how human beings, in general, have a tendency to adapt to the surroundings. 
Furthermore, many dreams of another future as well as a better life, but rarely do anything to 
                                                        
17 See Section: Erikson – The Life Cycle 
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change their current situation. This can sum up how the students do what the authorities expects of 
them without thinking about what they want out of the short time they have. 
 
Norfolk 
 Norfolk, or “the lost corner” (Ishiguro 2006: 65) could be seen as a dream world. By the 
explanation of it being to where every lost thing will find its way. Kathy and her friends find a copy 
of the lost tape containing the song Never Let Me Go, and it is here that Ruth’s possible was 
supposedly spotted (Ishiguro 2006). This could be read into a great deal, as it symbolizes everything 
they cannot have, but fantasize about having. In this way, it is intertwined with the theme of 
powerlessness. 
 In a certain way it could be interpreted as where all the unwanted garbage ends up, so 
everything worthless. It is the same as the sales back in Hailsham. They keep and treasure the 
possessions they buy when most people would grow out of them after a while, regarding them as 
pieces of trash. Since through the sales the students build a certain connection to one another, these 
events are one of the few things, which create links between the students, and their link with 
Hailsham, their home. Throughout the novel, the reader can understand that the sales are important 
in themselves, as during these events the students form connections with one another, buying each 
other’s works of art. As one links Norfolk to these sales, these can also be connected to this search 
for meaning in the students’ lives, and their powerlessness regarding their fate. 
They end up in Norfolk in search of Ruth’s possible after the two older clones, Chrissie and 
Rodney, thought they had recognised her (Ishiguro 2006). The reader’s interpretation of this could 
be that this is a desperate attempt for the life they had always been told was not an option and that 
they should let go of these foolish dreams (Ishiguro 2006). 
An interesting point to make is that those from whom the clones were made are called 
“possibles” (137). This implies that the lives that these people could be a life which is possible for 
the students, in contrast to what they are constantly told, that this life is out of reach. 
This could also be said of when Tommy and Kathy find the tape (Ishiguro 2006). We are 
told two interpretations of Kathy’s dance to the song Never Let Me Go. The first is from the narrator 
herself. She describes it as the longing for a child, wished for long before it’s birth and cherishing it, 
begging the world never to take it away from her (Ishiguro 2006). The second is that of Madame. 
She explains her take on the event, saying that as she watched the young girl dancing on her own to 
this song, she saw the fantasy of a world which would not permit lives to lead up to such a horrible 
fate, destined to sacrifice themselves for others, regardless of ethics of humanity (Ishiguro 2006). 
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Both of these interpretations hand-in-hand with the finding of the tape in “the lost corner” 
(65) show this dream world where the students could build their lives based on their personal 
wishes, and- despite not being physically able to have children- form some sort of family; perhaps 
have a partner, and regard their friends as brothers and sister. 
Alas, Tommy and Kathy’s dream of spending a few extra years together is crushed when 
they track down Madame and Miss Emily. We see after this that they go into the stage of accepting 
one’s mortality, much too early on in life. 
By examining the different aspects of the novels, we found that identity and national identity 
are continuous themes. These will now be investigated by applying the previously mentioned 
theories; those of Hall, Erikson and Locke in order to gain a multifaceted understanding of how 
these themes are depicted. 
Application of theories 
Hall - National identity 
This chapter will examine how the earlier described theories on national identity can help 
gain a better understanding of how the various signs and meanings of said identity express 
themselves within the novels Never Let Me Go and The Buried Giant. 
With a point of departure in Anderson's imagined communities18, collective memories are a 
part of forming national identity. We see this in The Buried Giant, where Axl and Beatrice first 
encounter the rabbit lady: “My husband and I knew this. We knew it as children. Good cousins, if 
you search through your own memories, you’ll remember it to be true even as I speak of it now” 
(Ishiguro 2015: 45). This indicates a collective memory of a myth or belief of this island; 
something, which according to Anderson’s imagined community-theory, is one of the fundamental 
factors for the making of their national identity. The fact that the rabbit lady has to remind Axl and 
Beatrice of this myth, could indicate that parts of their national identity, and identification thereof, 
has been forgotten due to their amnesia. As explained earlier19, these myths are important since they 
exalt the humdrum existence of the inhabitants, unifying people with a national destiny. In the case 
of Axl and Beatrice, there is no direct path towards an eternal national fate, but a personal one, 
grounded in the national beliefs, making it- in this case- easier to cope with death. 
In relation to this, Kathy too encounters these beliefs, which bring meaning to her life as 
part of her national identity is projected onto her personal identity. As a student at Hailsham, they 
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grow up with shared stories regarding Hailsham’s past as well as former students. These become 
shared history transcending time; relatable to all current students to help them understand the 
narration of culture and origin. These stories concern myths about students leaving the premises, i.e. 
going to the woods (Ishiguro 2006: 50), which had fatal consequences. These myths help to create a 
shared understanding amongst the students. They do not leave the premises of Hailsham, therefore 
their entire childhood is spent within those borders. Another invented story is the Gallery20, which 
also symbolizes the sense of meaning, where the students have an opportunity to excel at creating 
art, when in fact it is a way for the Guardians to prove whether they have souls. 
Kathy’s national identity belongs to Hailsham, as it can be seen as a nation-state of its own, 
despite it not being a nation. However, its situation of no direct connection or cultural exchange 
between its inhabitants and the surrounding country, makes it appear as a nation-state, and thereby 
depicts the students as an ethnicity. Kathy talks about how they knew of the outside world and 
“how we were different from [the] guardians, from the people outside–but hadn't yet understood 
what any of it meant” (36). Here, a clear distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them’ presents itself, 
showing how they embody a national identity themselves, different to the outside world, despite all 
people living within the same national borders of England. 
Furthermore, the students feel a sense of belonging to Hailsham and are nostalgic about their 
school. They remember this as something pleasant and comforting; to where they feel a meaningful 
connection (38)- Hailsham as home. This is expressed within the first chapter of the novel, where 
Kathy explains how she prefers to be a carer for Hailsham students: “they say, she gets to pick and 
choose, and she always chooses her own kind: people from Hailsham, or one of the other privileged 
estates” (3-4). This statement correlates with the notion of Hailsham as a nation-state, which 
confirmed the aforementioned diasporic theory, concerning emigrants and their continued 
relationship to the country of origin. When leaving the boarding school, Kathy stays strongly 
connected to it through memories at first, and then by becoming a carer for former fellow students. 
By doing so, Kathy is able to maintain a relationship with people of the same origin, beliefs and 
culture, i.e. pure original folk. Throughout most of her life, Kathy bears Hailsham in her heart (i.e. 
primordialism). However, when she hears about the deferrals, she is no longer willing to follow the 
path chosen by Hailsham, but tries to change her situation as new circumstances occur (i.e. 
circumstantialism)21. According to the ethnoscapes, by transcending Hailsham’s borders, she brings 
along those accustomed values and cultural beliefs into the outside world. All this, while knowing 
that she will never again set foot on Hailsham grounds. “But it was unnerving, to think things 
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21 See section: Hall – National Identity 
Group 9  Roskilde University 26/5-2016 
Characters: 215.860 
  63   
weren't still going on back there” (209). This supports- as mentioned in the analysis of freedom- 
that Kathy sees the closing of her school as the loss of her home and arguably, a nation 
disappearing, then only to exist in the mind’s eye. 
If looking at The Buried Giant, the diasporic theory, i.e. the aspect of a pure folk as a 
decisive factor in creating national identity appears to be true. Wistan is a clear example of a hybrid. 
Wistan was born Saxon, however, he grew up with Britons and thus has two cultural identities to 
balance. He speaks, walks and fights as a Briton, although his heart is with the Saxon community. 
In an example of the heart’s belonging from the novel, Wistan tells to his fellow Saxon, Edwin: 
 
There are Britons who tempt our respect, even our love, I 
know this only too well. But there are now greater things 
press on us than what each may feel for another. It was 
Britons under Arthur slaughtered our kind ... took your 
mother and mine. We’ve a duty to hate every man, woman and 
child of their blood. So promise me this. Should I fall 
before I pass to you my skills ... you’ll tend well this 
hatred in your heart. And should it ever flicker or threaten 
to die, shield it with care till the flame takes hold again. 
(Ishiguro 2015: 276-277) 
 
Edwin, however, does not understand this hatred in the same way as Wistan intended: “But surely 
Wistan had not meant to include this gentle couple” (344). What is encountered here, is the 
differences between a traditional, enlightenment subject (i.e. Wistan), and the modern, sociological 
subject (i.e. Edwin). Wistan with his nation's and own self, as the core identity, neglects to believe 
in changes of others and their nations. He is stuck with the past shaping, not only the present, but 
also the future, hence the Britons as a whole can never be forgiven for their past deeds. Edwin, on 
the other hand, takes the social changes into consideration, altering his self and his decisions in 
accordance to what is happening around him. He may perceive the actions of the Britons as 
horrible, however, he does not necessarily see Britons as a fixed concept, thus excluding Axl and 
Beatrice as a part of this bloodshed past. 
Within disciplinary power, one can see that Arthur in The Buried Giant creates and makes 
use of the dragon’s mist as a way of ‘helping’ the citizens to forget their violent past, and suppress 
their shared sorrows and triumphs. Even though this might have been done with good intentions 
(326), it also creates a paradox for the community, as parts of their national identity is lost, the parts 
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based on the common history and memories. Furthermore, Arthur takes away their identity in order 
to achieve peace, which as explained earlier by Renan, is a necessity in order to shape a 
homogenous national identity within the borders of England. Yet no national identity can be forged 
if there is no knowledge of origin and shared past on which to base imaginations which then 
become the identity. 
This erosion of identity is something that also occurs in Never Let Me Go. When being a 
student at Hailsham, one’s future is predetermined: they will become students, carers, and donors 
and finally reach completion. Throughout their stay, they are examined on a regular basis, to make 
sure they grow up to be healthy. The difference between Hailsham and the other institutions is the 
attempt to prove that the students have a soul despite being scientifically fabricated humans. 
Nevertheless, Hailsham and the other institutions create the students in their own picture. They 
forge, as mentioned, docile bodies to use as they wish and control both their lives, deaths, work (as 
carer) and family- as Hailsham is all the family they have. 
When reading The Buried Giant, one might get the impression of Axl and Beatrice as being 
outcasts in the village. Within globalisation one can work with the term ‘otherness’, which is useful 
while witnessing the old couple’s exclusion from their society. They live in a small hut away from 
the others, away from the heat of the fire and with no candle to light in the nights. All of the above 
circumstances take part in how they view themselves within the community. Even though they had 
been shown no kindness from their neighbours, they have another approach to how differences 
ought to be welcomed:   
 
I wouldn’t tell you any such thing, princess, for I see for 
myself what you’re saying is true. I was thinking before I 
even came here how it’s a shameful thing we can’t receive a 
stranger with kindness any more. (Ishiguro 2015: 17) 
 
This clearly shows how Axl and Beatrice believe that strangers should be met with kindness, as 
foreigners do not necessarily expose a threat to your community, but rather should be seen as an 
asset from which a society can advance. Not only culturally but also globally, and with which they 
may improve their own national identity. 
When further investigating Axl and Beatrice’s exclusion, it appears to be due to the fact that 
they have not always been a part of this social class of agriculture (i.e. Axl was a knight of Arthur). 
Thus, the villagers have what could be called a local fear for the global, being the strange, and 
therefore afraid of including this unknown into their midst. This correlates with the idea of local 
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communities being unified through memories, having a desire of living together as well as 
perpetuating of one’s heritage in the undivided form. 
The fact that the couple does not have a candle is a further sign of their exclusion and 
subsumption. Beatrice’s fight for the candle indicates how she is trying to change their current 
situation and position within the community. She stands up to some of the more influential people, 
e.g. the pastor and the blacksmith’s widow, as an attempt of gaining respect and acknowledgement- 
here symbolized by the candle. Relating this to how the feminist movement has changed the way 
women are seen in the society today, it can be argued that she herself shares said ideology. 
 
‘Now you’ll not have forgotten the council’s edict that you 
and your husband will not be permitted candles in your 
chamber.’ ‘We’ve neither of us ever tumbled a candle in our 
lives, sir. We will not sit night after night in darkness.’ 
‘The decision has been made and you’re to abide by it until 
the council decides otherwise.’ (Ishiguro 2015: 24) 
 
Here, she challenges the council’s decision, which allegedly is the legislative power within the 
community. This situation increases the attention towards her and her position, and could thus play 
a role in the attempt of changing the village's cultural and national values regarding justice and 
equality, thereby making the personal political. Unfortunately, she does not succeed and displays 
emotions of anger directed at the pastor, however, these emotions are intended for the entire village. 
This injustice leads her to convince Axl that they should leave the village. Furthermore, this shows 
that she cannot identify with the society, and that she instead wants to live where she can identify 
with the values. Something, which is important when one, has to feel a sense of belonging to a 
nation. 
In conclusion, it can be seen that Kathy, Axl, Beatrice, Wistan and Edwin form their own 
cultural and national identity differently. Common for them all, is that they feel a sense of 
belonging to the discourses of place, history and origin. This indicates that national identity is 
formed as a result of the interaction between the society and the individual, creating a balance 
between the internal and the external. The individual incorporates these cultural values within the 
understanding of oneself and thus a new form of identity is created, all depending on the imagined 
narrative in a specific time and place. Nations may not share the same identity, although all 
individuals within a nation-state share elements that can unite the individuals under certain 
circumstances and therefore appearing unified. 
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Erikson - The Life Cycle 
In the following section, Erik Erikson’s theory of stages of personal identity development 
will be applied to the main characters of the novels Never Let Me Go and The Buried Giant. An 
analysis of how the characters show signs of going through these stages will be given. Firstly, the 
characters in Never Let Me Go then that of the characters in The Buried Giant. 
 
Never Let Me Go 
When applying Erikson’s theory to Never Let Me Go, it is important to take note of the fact 
that the characters’ lifespans are shorter than that of a ‘regular’ human. Nonetheless, the argument 
will be made that even though their lifespan is shorter, they do go through the same lifespan, just in 
a more comprised fashion. 
 
Kathy 
Regarding the first stage, the analysis can only be done on the basis of what is known of the 
outcome of Kathy’s first stage, since the reader is not told anything about her infancy. So, what 
does the reader know of Kathy that can be interpreted as a result of the first stage? It is not possible 
to tell whether she has gone through the physical aspect of orality in the respective stage. 
Nonetheless, it seems she has still experienced aspects of this stage with a successful outcome. This 
can be interpreted because Kathy possesses a basic trust in the people around her, and in particular 
the guardians: “we probably recognised that it was her [Miss Emily’s] presence, intimidating 
though it was, that made us all feel so safe at Hailsham” (Ishiguro 2006: 39). This allows her to 
transcend into the second stage where the level of autonomy is limited because the clones are 
confined to Hailsham. However, it can be interpreted that she does possess the virtue of will, in the 
sense that she has the will to continue producing art, and choices to accept the path that is laid out 
for her without contending it in her younger years (44). So, even though one cannot argue that she 
is successful in the full scope of Erikson’s theory, it can be interpreted that she- within the 
limitations of her existence at Hailsham- is successful, because she gains the virtue of will. Kathy 
also shows signs of initiative, e.g. when she is playing in the sandpit with other girls (45). This is 
the stage, where the child engages in play to learn more about their identity, which Kathy does in 
this situation. She also shows initiative when she actively tries to help Tommy when he throws a 
tantrum. While the other girls simply look at him, Kathy is the only one who takes initiative and 
tries to help (11). This permits her to gain the virtue of purpose, which she shows, along with other 
girls, when they set out to protect Miss Geraldine (48). This might not be a traditional kind of 
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purpose, but it is important to keep in mind that the students of Hailsham are clones, and 
furthermore are limited in how they can feel and show it. So, within these frames, Kathy shows the 
purpose she is capable of. Moving on, Kathy seems to be industrious in her production of art. She 
gets confirmation of her ability to create by selling it at the Exchanges (16). As with a number of 
the previous stages, this is not in complete accordance with Erikson’s theory. In the theory, children 
are industrious by learning basic skills. However, the reader of Never Let Me Go gets the 
impression that the most important class the children has is art. Therefore, the only place the reader 
learns that Kathy is industrious is when she produces art. One can argue that through this creation 
she feels competent, or at least not inferior, since she receives positive feedback through the 
Exchanges.   
Above, Kathy’s evolvement has been sketched out for the first four stages. She is now ready 
to enter the stage of adolescence. As argued earlier22, this is the stage where the individual asserts 
his identity depending on the outcome of the previous four stages. The reader does not know how 
old she is when she goes to the Cottages, however it can be argued that this is the period of her life 
that has the most resemblance to that of a ‘regular’ human’s adolescence, because of her wish to be 
independent and explore (Ishiguro 2006). As evident above, Kathy is successful in the scope of 
Erikson’s theory in the first four stages. However, it seems that Kathy has not yet ‘found herself’ 
and has not asserted her identity. The argument for this comes through her actions towards Ruth at 
the Cottages. Here, she is preoccupied with how Ruth acts, e.g. how she mimics the older students 
who, in turn, mimic what they have seen on television (119). It can be contended that Kathy is more 
concerned with what she is not, rather than who she is. Arguably, she knows that she does not want 
to act or be like Ruth (120), but she does not know how she should act or be herself. However, it 
does seem that she gains the virtue of fidelity because of her loyalty towards Ruth and Tommy. An 
argument will be made below that she does not find her identity until she becomes a carer. 
According to Erikson, Kathy’s identity is now supposed to have been formed, and from now 
on she can supposedly only shape what is already there. However, as argued above, she is still in 
the process of forming it. At the sixth stage, Kathy encounters the crisis of intimacy vs. isolation, 
from which she will gain the virtue of love. The question, then, remains whether Kathy gains a 
sense of intimacy or if she feels isolated. On one hand, she has sex, which, at first sight, would 
signal intimacy. On the other hand, in the scope of the novel, it seems that this is not the case for the 
children of Hailsham, since sex does not have the same meaning for them compared to ‘regular’ 
humans. It seems that sex is something less significant; that it is just something they do, almost like 
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a duty (82). Because of this, it seems that she is not successful in this stage. This is also evident 
since it can be argued that she does not gain the virtue of love at this stage, but rather at a later 
stage, which will be elaborated further on. Kathy moves on to become a carer and, through this she 
gains a sense of generativity. She gives back for what she received at Hailsham and the Cottages by 
caring for donors. As stated earlier, Kathy does not seem to find her identity in her period of 
adolescence but through caring. It can be argued that she identifies herself as a carer, and because 
she can identify herself as something, she is finally able to form her identity. Furthermore, through 
this process of caring, the reader sees how her dialogical self allows her to position herself 
according to who she interacts with and cares for. This is especially seen in the difference between 
how she cares for Ruth and Tommy, or how she cares for a person she previously had no relation 
with. Towards the end of her period as a carer, she seems to gain the virtue of love through her 
relationship with Tommy. She does so by having a sense of intimacy that she has not had before. As 
mentioned earlier, sex seems to be something of lesser significance to the students of Hailsham, 
however through the sex, and thereby intimacy, she has with Tommy she is able to obtain this virtue 
of love (235). 
In the last stage of Erikson’s theory, Kathy is supposed to experience a crisis of integrity vs. 
despair. This is the stage the individual enters when one realises that life will come to an end at 
some point, and all one can do is to look back at life and determine whether one is content with it. 
Because of this, it seems that Kathy as well as Ruth and Tommy enter this stage around the time 
when they become donors, because they now face the fact that it is a matter of time before they 
complete. At the end of Kathy’s timeline of narration, she seems to be ready to enter this stage, by 
accepting the fact that she is becoming a donor (37). Because of this it seems that she is at peace 
with her life, and as such gains a sense of integrity. This interpretation can be made because, she 
would not be ready to move on or accept her life if she was in despair (282). 
 
Tommy 
Regarding the first two stages of Tommy’s life, it seems to the reader that he goes through 
them in the same manner as Kathy. It is important to remember though, that the reader is exposed 
only to Kathy’s interpretation of how Tommy feels. The latter point should be kept in mind when 
analysing how Tommy goes through all stages. The first time, the reader is exposed to something 
unique in Tommy’s development is in the third and fourth stage. An argument will be made below 
that these two stages, in fact, merge together for Tommy. This is because, in regards to the 
production of art, Tommy feels a sense of inferiority due to his incapability to produce anything of 
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value in the eyes of the guardians (15). This in turn makes him feel incompetent, and through this 
feeling of incompetence he experiences a lack of purpose, since such a big part of the students’ life 
is to produce art. It can be seen when he throws a tantrum after not getting picked for a football 
team: “Tommy burst into thunderous bellowing … he soon stopped and stood there, glaring after 
them [the boys], his face scarlet. Then he began to scream and shout, a nonsensical jumble of swear 
words and insults” (9). The other boys taunt him because he cannot produce art, and it can therefore 
be argued that this makes him feel even more inferior because of the negative response he gets.  In 
regards to Erikson’s theory, these factors imply that the outcome of these two stages in Tommy’s 
life is failure for Tommy. This will have an impact on later stages, which will be examined further 
on. 
As described in the outline of Erikson’s theory23, individuals sometimes attempt to correct 
the mistakes of the past by trying to experience success in accordance with the failed stage(s). This 
happens for Tommy once he becomes a donor. He suddenly experiences a sense of purpose through 
donating (280), as well as a sense of competency through the positive feedback he gets from Kathy 
regarding the art he is now producing (185). Because of this, he now tries to correct the failures of 
the past. Nonetheless, according to Erikson, the stages should be experienced according to the 
epigenetic principle24. What is evident above is that Tommy does not do so, and it seems to the 
reader that rather than experiencing integrity in the last stage, he feels a sense of despair. This can 
be deduced from the fact that he is trying to get a deferral of his donations (240). He is not ready to 
face the fact that he has one life, and wants more time to correct the mistakes and failures of the 
past.       
          
Ruth 
One has to remember that the impression the reader gets of Ruth is merely Kathy’s depiction 
of her. This is, the only thing one can derive from when analysing how Ruth goes through each 
stage. 
The immediate impression the reader gets from Ruth is that she has been successful through 
all of the first seven stages. She seems to have a sense of purpose in the same sense as Kathy, when 
the girls are protecting Miss Geraldine. Furthermore, she never gets a negative response to her art, 
and has a sense of intimacy through her relationship with Tommy. However, this is only the 
immediate impression. During the last stage, it seems that it is not so simple. She realises that she 
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cannot come to terms with every aspect of the life she has lived. She has found peace with certain 
facets of her life e.g. her purpose. However, she cannot find peace before she makes sure that 
Tommy and Kathy will act on their love for each other. It can therefore be argued that the identity 
she has had in the first seven stages is not in complete accordance with her ‘true’ identity. This can 
be further elaborated with use of the dialogical self theory. Instead of focusing on the internal 
aspects of her identity, she is now repositioning herself and focussing on external aspects, in 
comparison to before. 
By the end it seems that she does find a sense of integrity, when she realises that Tommy 
and Kathy will act on their love for each other. She can accept her life and the fact that she only has 
one. 
 
The Buried Giant 
In the following, an analysis of the two main characters in The Buried Giant, Axl and 
Beatrice, will be given in the frame of Erikson’s theory. It is important to keep in mind that, when 
reading The Buried Giant, one does not know precisely what has happened to the couple before the 
events of the novel, and as such the reader only knows what happens during the last three stages. 
Therefore, one cannot analyse how each character goes through all of the stages. Instead, the 
analysis will be done in reverse, in the sense that, it will be examined whether the characters 
possess the virtue that success would bring in each stage, and thereby decipher the overall outcome 
of the previous stages.   
 
Axl and Beatrice 
As mentioned above, it will now be analysed whether Axl and Beatrice show signs of 
having gained the virtues of each stage, and thereby interpret whether they have been successful in 
each stage. Firstly, it can be argued that they show signs of having a sense of hope. This is because 
they believe that their son is alive and well, even though they cannot remember why he is not with 
them anymore (Ishiguro 2015: 28). They seem to hope that they will find him and that he is some 
sort of leader in his community, similar to an elder. They also choose to go on a journey to find 
him, which shows that they have gained a sense of will. The question of purpose might be difficult 
since it seems that in order to have a sense of purpose, one must be able to remember why one has 
this purpose. Since Axl and Beatrice cannot remember much of the past, it might be argued that 
they lack the virtue of purpose, and were therefore unsuccessful in the respective stage. However, if 
one looks at how they behave in the community they are a part of in the beginning of the novel, it 
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seems that they do have a purpose, since they want and work to better this community. This might 
be because they can actually remember this part. They can remember and know why they have to 
work in the community and it is this, which gives them a sense of purpose. So, with the latter point 
in mind, it can be contended that they were in fact successful in this stage, but are limited in their 
sense of purpose because of their lack of memory. Regarding the next stage, it can be argued that 
Axl shows a sense of competency due to the fact that he was a knight of Arthur, a position one can 
assume requires a great deal of competence. And again, it seems that he was successful in this 
stage. 
Moving on, it seems that both Axl and Beatrice have gained the virtue of fidelity, both in the 
sense that they are devoted to each other and in the sense that they are loyal to the community they 
are a part of, and thus they have been successful in this stage as well. Both the virtues of love and 
care seem to be present in both the characters because of their love and care for each other. It can 
therefore be argued that they have succeeded in each of the respective stages. 
This leads on to the last stage of their life cycle. Here one would assume that they both find 
integrity since they have been successful in all of the previous stages. Nonetheless, it seems that 
they are both in a form of despair. It seems that their individual reasons for being in despair are 
different, but both are related to memory. Axl seems to have found a sense of integrity due to the 
fact that he cannot remember the past. He has accepted that what is in the past will remain in the 
past, and whether he remembers or not, he cannot change anything. It is not until he remembers that 
the reader can interpret that he descends into despair. He is not ready to accept that fact that he has 
one life and wants to spend time looking back at the past. Beatrice on the other hand, is in despair 
when she cannot remember. She cannot accept this fact, and wants to be able to look back on what 
happened and examine it. She finds a sense of integrity once she can remember again, because it 
can be deduced that she now remembers and accepts the fact that her son is dead, and that she is 
going to join him on the island. This can be explained through the theory of the dialogical self. Axl 
in his inner self sees himself as a father to his son, but positions himself at a distance from this, and 
thus he has no need to remember the past. Beatrice positions herself as the mother of her child, but 
is more attached to the past than Axl. This is in turn why she has the need to remember, and only 
finds integrity once she does. 
Through this application of Erikson’s theory in the novels Never Let Me Go and The Buried 
Giant, a better understanding of the characters have been reached. One can see how the characters 
develop according to Erikson’s theory. However, this is not the only conclusion that can be drawn 
from this. It can be argued that a better understanding of Erikson’s theory has also been reached. 
The above mentioned statement correlates with the fact that, though the theories match in some 
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aspects, they cannot give a complete explanation of the characters’ development. Firstly, it is 
obvious how some of the characters’ development fluctuate more than what seems to be allowed in 
Erikson’s theory e.g. Tommy going through some stages at a different point than what he should 
according to Erikson. Secondly it is shown that, even though one is successful in the first seven 
stages, it does not necessarily mean that one finds integrity in the eighth stage e.g. Axl and 
Beatrice’s experiences during this stage. This goes back to one of the points of critique regarding 
the limited number of factors included in Erikson’s theory. This critique was aimed at the limited 
consideration of cognitive and emotional development, but it is shown in the case of Axl and 
Beatrice, that memory also can partake. Conclusively, it must be argued that although Erikson’s 
theory comes close to explaining the characters’ development, it cannot encompass every aspect of 
it. Arguably, the human development is too diverse to be explained in such a linear and 
straightforward way as Erikson does. 
 
Locke - Personal Identity 
In this chapter, Locke’s theory of personal identity will be applied to the analysis of 
Ishiguro’s novels Never Let Me Go and The Buried Giant. As stated in the explanation of the 
theory, personal identity is only present if the consciousness remains identical in every way to how 
they were in every moment of their life. As no one is able to remain identical in memories and 
thoughts in every instant, it is impossible to have a personal self throughout one’s existence. We 
will therefore draw the line at the point where Locke says that every last memory and thought must 
remain the same in one’s consciousness, redefining personal identity as psychological continuity 
and the ability to remember one’s past, but not every last memory and thought. We will also go 
against Locke’s theory in this passage. 
His theory can be applied to a certain extent: one must have a consciousness with memories 
and thoughts in order to have an identity, for how else can personal identity come into being? If it is 
enough to exist then every last living organism down to a plant would have a personal identity. 
Further than this is debatable however. 
It could be argued that an issue between the theory and the novels is that Axl and Beatrice, 
along with the other characters in The Buried Giant, seem to remain the same throughout the novel, 
whereas it is apparent that the characters within Never Let Me Go change constantly. This is the 
first argument that could be made when just briefly brushing upon the problems encountered when 
applying the theory to the novels and comparing the two. 
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In The Buried Giant, the characters live in a land constantly covered by the mist of a 
dragon’s breath, which causes them to forget almost everything they have lived beforehand. As 
stated in the previous paragraph, the protagonists remain the same people throughout the entirety of 
the novel inasmuch as the reader could possibly decipher. Beatrice remains kind and objective, and 
treats and regards everyone in the same way in the end of the novel as the beginning; and Axl still 
protects and cares for Beatrice in the same way, beginning to end (Ishiguro 2015). 
Similarly to the problem of ‘the brave officer’, Axl once was a knight of Arthur (Ishiguro 
2015). He forgets this part of his life, yet remembers it later on. Would this mean that he is then the 
same person as he was when he was younger, but not as he was the moment before this 
recollection? The logic of Locke’s claim of constant recollection being a key part of personal 
identity is lost when this argument presents itself. 
Another argument mentioned in the explanation of the theory is that if one’s personal 
identity changes when forgetting a part of their life, they cannot be blamed for an act committed 
when they were ‘another person’. Yet there are several passages showing conflict between 
characters (Ishiguro 2015). For one, the Britons and the Saxons have- despite its less intense nature 
than before the mist had come- a lasting rivalry, even though the reasons for which it exists at all 
have passed. Indeed, Wistan tells the young Edwin to “carry in [his] heart a hatred of Britons” 
(276). Another example of this is the passage when Beatrice becomes cross with Axl when she 
vaguely remembers a time- an event that perhaps had never even occurred- when Axl had been 
unfaithful to her. She makes it clear that she is uncomfortable with him being near her and tells him 
to walk further away (Ishiguro 2015). This is also the case in Never Let Me Go, as Kathy and Ruth 
often resent and get angry at each other for things that occurred long ago (Ishiguro 2006). 
As mentioned 25 , the different attitudes of the characters in Never Let Me Go change 
throughout the novel. At first, Kathy is the submissive party when looking at the relationship 
between her and Ruth. This then changes later on in the novel when Kathy becomes a carer and 
gains the physical upper hand, which has an effect on how they regard and treat each other. 
Additionally, during her narration of her life in the novel, Kathy often refers to events with 
uncertainty: “The way I remember it” (138), “What I remember about that part of our trip” (216), 
“As for what we talked about, well, my memory is” (216). Because of this broken and 
discontinuous trail of consciousness, it can be argued that they do not possess a personal identity in 
accordance to Locke’s theory, but rather just an identity. This is emphasized in the above quotations 
                                                        
25 See section: Characters and Characterisation  
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by the way her memory is lacking aspects, which are in turn replaced with her own perception of 
the occurrence26. 
As the novel revolves around the memory of Kathy, it seems only fair to assume that- 
insofar the reader is aware of- both of their personal identities are being altered, as she depicts Ruth 
in various ways throughout the narration. It can therefore, in the light of the latter theory, be 
deduced that Kathy and Ruth’s identities are reduced to that of a plant. To conclude, their identity is 
present in the way that they are living organisms, whereas their personal identity is lacking due to 
the said alteration. 
Through these arguments, a debate could be raised as to whether science- in this case the 
science of philosophy- or literature can reveal more. For, despite these novels being fictional, the 
characters’ reactions, thoughts, emotions and stages could indeed have been experienced by anyone 
in the ‘real world’. While reading through Never Let Me Go and The Buried Giant, the reader can 
relate to the characters and perhaps even be reminded of something they themselves have gone 
through. Science is limited when it comes to matters such as these and therefore literature is much 
more revealing. 
Discussion 
Through the application of theory, it has been found that those theories of Hall, Erikson and 
Locke are able to explain a great deal of facets regarding the development of the characters and the 
forming of their identities. It seems that- when regarding the questions of national and personal 
identity- these theories are able to cover and uncover a lot about how and why the characters act as 
they do. However, it can be contended that they can only cover and uncover ‘a lot’ and not 
‘everything’. This assumption will be elaborated, examined and- most importantly- discussed. This 
will be done on the basis of the findings of this project, both regarding what has been found about 
the theories, and how these apply to the novels. It is important to keep in mind, that when the 
theories are described as inadequate or insufficient, it is only in the light of these novels and the 
angle of this project. 
With point of departure in the use of Hall’s theory regarding the formation of national 
identity, one has to first take the outline of the theory into account27. Here, Hall’s theory has built 
the foundation- but it was quickly realised that his theory proved insufficient to the questions- of 
national identity in the novels. Therefore, on top of that foundation, other theories have been 
                                                        
26 See section: Narrative Point of View 
27 See section: Hall – National Identity 
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included to finish the construction of a coherent and applicable theory. In light of this, one can 
argue that in order to answer these questions, one theory in itself proved unsatisfactory. In other 
words, these diverse and personal novels simply include too many aspects of national identity to be 
explained by a single theory. This point is clearly exemplified when examining the use of that of 
Locke.  
Locke’s theory has been outlined and applied on its own, with limited influence from other 
theories. It can be contended, that the inadequacy of this theory is evident to the reader in section 
‘Locke – Personal Identity’. Firstly, part of the theory itself regards the fact that one has to be 
identical in consciousness, memory and thought from moment to moment, which has been excluded 
since it was deemed impossible to do so due to the fact that the psychological continuity of an 
individual constantly changes. So, already in the definition of the theory it was found that parts of it 
was not applicable in our projects context. Secondly, when it comes to the application of said 
theory, it was found that some arguments contradicted what was discovered through the application 
of other theories. Specifically, Locke and Erikson’s theories contradicted each other. It was 
deciphered through the latter theory that Kathy did have a personal identity, but Locke’s theory 
contradicts this because of her incomplete and alterable memory.  
Moving on to Erikson’s theory, it was found that it has been deemed adequate in the world 
of science, which is supported by Louw (1998: 55). However, while it was able to partly create an 
understanding of the development of the characters, it was not able to explain everything. This is 
evident in Axl’s case that- even though it was argued that he had been successful in the first seven 
stages- he was unable to find success in the last stage. This is also the case for Ruth in Never Let Me 
Go. According to Erikson’s theory, however, this should not be possible28.  
Now that it has been argued where and how the theories proved insufficient, a discussion 
can be raised about whether science is incapable, in some aspects, of explaining literature. Again, it 
must be emphasised that this discussion is on the basis of the research in this project, and is 
therefore not applicable to all scientific approaches to literature. For this discussion, Barthes will be 
brought in to clarify the question of ‘literature versus science’. Barthes argues in his essay Science 
versus Literature (Newton 1997), that the use of language in these fields is different from one 
another. “As far as science is concerned language is simply an instrument, which … profits … to 
make [the meaning] as transparent as possible; it is subordinate to the matter of science” (94). 
Barthes argues that in science, language is secondary and that “the content of the scientific message 
… is everything” (94). Language is merely an instrument to convey a message, and this message 
                                                        
28 See section: Erikson – The Life Cycle 
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will be conveyed in every way possible. He further argues that in literature, language is primary, in 
the sense that the language stands on its own to transit whichever message the reader might 
interpret. According to him, this holds true for any literature that has not fallen under the 
conventions of “classicism and humanism” (94). Language is what makes up the meaning of a 
novel in the sense that “language is literature’s Being, its very world; the whole of literature is 
contained in the act of writing” (94). Ishiguro himself supports this argument that the reader 
interprets whatever message they see fit to the novel. In an interview with The Wall Street Journal, 
Ishiguro is asked a question as to whether he was trying to dismantle the ‘Arthurian myth’ in The 
Buried Giant. His answer to this question is that: “If the book does that [for the reader] that’s fine 
with me” (Farley 2015). Arguably, it can be deduced that Ishiguro states that the reader is free to 
make any interpretation of his novels they deem fit.    
Through this, it can be further argued that the whole meaning of literature and science is 
different, in the sense that the approach to language- and thus the message- is different. This raises 
the questions of whether science can expose anything at all within pieces of literature and if 
literature, in certain cases, can tell things that science is not able to. Is the message of literature and 
science simply too different? In light of what has been stated above by Barthes and Ishiguro, it 
might seem that the answer to this question is ‘yes’. Ishiguro further supports this in his conception 
of genre29. It seems that Ishiguro believes that the reader should not regard genre when reading a 
novel. Furthermore, as argued in section ‘Genre of The Buried Giant’, genre can be seen as a 
science, in the sense that it is used to analyse. It seems, because of the above argument, one should 
not try to use science to explain literature. The pure nature of science limits it from telling the whole 
story of what a novel can say. Here it is important to notice, that it is phrased as ‘what a novel can 
say’ rather than ‘what a novel is trying to say’. This distinction is made because, as argued by 
Barthes and Ishiguro, it is up to every human being to understand a novel as he wishes. This also 
explains why using e.g. Locke and Erikson’s theories yield different results. One human being 
interprets the meaning of the novel one way and another in a different way.  
However, while the above might be accurate, the research of this project has proven that 
science is capable of extracting a meaning from the novels but only to a certain extent. This is 
strongly shown in the case of the application of Hall’s theory, because it was deemed necessary to 
expand on this. One might argue that science does help to analyse the meaning of a piece of 
literature. This can be elaborated in the following way: While each human interprets a novel 
differently, so does a theory of science. Theories can therefore be seen as each individual who 
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creates their own interpretation. A theory is of course created by individuals, but the aim of this is 
arguably to be objective, and to have a certain perspective on a particular issue. So the question as 
to whether science can help the reader understand a novel can be answered in the following way: 
Yes, it can, but only to a certain point, unless one is capable of incorporating every theory ever 
written. This is meant in the sense that a human being could interpret a novel in every way possible, 
if they were able to look through the eyes of every human being alive. Appendix 3 attempts to 
portray this, here it is shown how theories and novels overlap and are separated from each other. 
The part of the triangle (i.e. theories) that is covered by the circles (i.e. novels) shows what the 
theories are able to tell the reader about the novels. The areas of the circles which are not contained 
within the triangle show what the theories are incapable of telling the reader about the novels, and 
where the circle does not cover the triangle (i.e. the three corners), it is shown how the theories can 
tell something that is useful, but not applicable to the novels (e.g. Locke’s theory of identical state 
of consciousness from moment to moment).  
Conclusively it can be argued that, in the light of the findings of this project, science has its 
limits in regards to explaining science, but is still highly useful when attempting to understand some 
aspects that might not have been understood without it. Furthermore, it has been discussed whether 
literary pieces are able to tell certain things that science cannot. Regarding this, it has been found 
that literature is sometimes able to do so on its own. This point has been emphasised by the use of 
Barthes and Ishiguro, who seem to believe that novels should, in certain cases, be understood by 
themselves. This is in accordance with the outcome of the discussion above, because it can be 
argued that humans interpret things differently, and thus this interpretation is individualized and 
able to reach out to the reader on a personal level. So, where science has to be objective and have a 
tendency to generalise, an interpretation is highly subjective, which one might argue is the aim of 
literature; the let the reader create any meaning they wish. Again, it must be emphasised that this 
conclusion can only be made in context of the material used, and can therefore not be applied to 
every discussion of what science is capable of when applied to literature.        
Limitation 
 In the decision-making process of exactly what our approach to this topic should be, we had 
several thoughts on how this project could be written. When talking about identity, we found the 
aspect of English identity, as depicted in the novels, an intriguing aspect. Although a description of 
national identity was given in the project and even used in the analysis, it could have been more 
focused on defining what English national identity is, and how it is shown within the novels. If we 
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had chosen this approach, the dimension History and Culture would have been a natural addition, 
since when examining what it means to be English, one of course looks at not only a nation’s 
present culture, values, ideologies and narratives, but also the evolution of the country and the 
people engaging therein. How has England become the England it is today, and how is this obvious 
in contemporary English community, thus adding a historical as well as a sociological aspect to the 
project. Furthermore, our intention was to have an equal inclusion of both novels, and if we had 
chosen English national identity as a theme, it would have been more relevant for us to use The 
Buried Giant than Never Let Me Go. This is because The Buried Giant’s themes, for instance, touch 
upon the forming of national identity and the several factors which partake in the construction of 
said identity, those of ethnic clashes, memories as well as narratives of the nation's imagined 
identity. 
 Another theme we also discussed but took no further, was how religion has had an impact 
on the communities within the novels. An example of this can be seen in Never Let Me Go, where 
the clones are created for the sole purpose of donating their organs to the ‘regular humans’. Those 
who created them then assume ‘the role of God’ and decide how they live as well as the time and 
conditions of their death. The situation of the Morningdale scandal supports this theme of genetic 
modification and the fear it creates (Ishiguro 2006: 258-259). This fabrication of humans as well as 
genetic modification clash with the genetic critics’ ‘new’ commandment: “Thou shalt not play God” 
(Peters 2014: 13). We could have opposed this idea about religion to the scientific ethics on how far 
one can go in order to alter the human nature, that of genes, i.e. human evolution.  Thus, the 
question of ethics and morals would have been raised. Should we have decided to apply this to our 
project, the dimension of Philosophy and Science would have been a necessity, since discussing 
pure scientific facts and abstract thoughts on ethical laws is given within this dimension. 
Nonetheless, it would have been interesting to look at whether or not Ishiguro had written this book 
because he might find English identity to consist of low ethic and moral standards. 
Although it would have been possible to argue that these ideas could be part of how identity 
is created, the dimensions we chose to write within are too distinct, and would thereby result in too 
broad a project focus. Furthermore, these themes would wander too far from the original thought of 
the project, which is looking at identity.  
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Further Research 
 During this project, several ideas which we- if it had been possible within the proportions of 
the paper- would have liked to examine further. There is somewhat of a coherence between our 
above mentioned limitations and the ideas, which we find interesting for our further research. There 
are three topics to which we could argue the novels could provide an understanding: firstly, how 
social imbalance within the novels are depicted. Secondly, Tajfel’s theory (McLeod 2008) on social 
identity to create an additional layer to our existing analysis. Thirdly, if the characters romantic 
relationships are fundamental when their identity is formed.  
 When looking at both The Buried Giant and Never Let Me Go there are obvious signs of 
social imbalance between the characters and their surroundings. Axl and Beatrice are rather 
excluded from their community and follow orders, despite their unwillingness to obey less 
significant ones, regarding private matters e.g. the candle. Whereas Kathy, as well as the other 
clones are subsumed in a more materialistic way, as opposed to social imbalance. They are 
produced just to be expended, i.e. becoming donors to improve the lives of ‘regular humans’. In 
both cases there are signs of social imbalance, which could both be argued for and against in 
relation to the nation's social values. It would be interesting to look at what this social injustice 
represents, as both novels take place under unnatural circumstances, and with what intentions 
Ishiguro wrote them. 
 We could also have looked at how Tajfel’s theory on social identity could be applied when 
looking into the interactions between the groups presented in the novels. How Axl and Beatrice, as 
an out-group, are being treated by the people in the community- here being the in-group30. Also, 
how Kathy and the other Hailsham students feel a belonging to their social world of clones, even 
though they do not share anything else than the fact that they have the same purpose in life. 
Through the analysis, there would be a clear focus on how the different in-groups affect the out-
groups and vice versa. How people within the two conceptual groups identify with one another, and 
in what way they exclude out-groups. 
 A last approach is how love relationships affect the creation of identity and how this is 
pictured within the novels. One could look at different forms of love in order to achieve an 
understanding of how love is affecting the personal and social aspects of one’s life, and whether 
love is a fixed concept transcending time, space or adjusts to its surroundings. Here, one could look 
at the differences and similarities between the relationship of Axl and Beatrice- a couple living in a 
                                                        
30 In-group: means “a group of people sharing similar interests and attitudes, producing feelings of solidarity, 
community, and exclusivity.” Whereas out-group means “people outside one's own group, especially as considered to 
be inferior or alien; a group perceived as other than one's own.” (In-group (n.d.); Out-group (n.d.)) 
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mythical variation of the middle ages- versus that of Tommy and Kathy who exist in a futuristic 
1970’s. Both couples are looking for an extension of the time they have together. The difference 
between the two situations is that Axl and Beatrice have had a life together, thus creating a mutual 
past and understanding, thereby merging their identities, whereas Kathy and Tommy do not have 
the chance of achieving such a shared self.  
These are all aspects which would be interesting to investigate, given that literature can 
provide a rather abstract knowledge, exposing the most inner thoughts, causing the reader to ask 
questions which ordinarily would not present themselves, due to the unnatural settings of the 
novels, in order to emphasize the motif.  
Critique of method 
 The analysis within this project thoroughly discusses all the internal factors of critical 
literary analysis within the two novels in order to reach an interpretation of their possible meaning 
as a whole, and help us compare them to one another in detail. As there is mainly internal analysis, 
it could be thought that our analysis has not rigorously explored this methodology. However, as 
voiced in Death of the Author (Barthes 1989), a novel is arguably not created by an individual, but 
that the author is created by the written text. This is a view closely related to how this paper has 
been developed, as we discuss mainly the contents of the novel, it’s structure and language within 
the analysis, excluding most external factors such as the intention of the author or the sources they 
utilized, which some might argue are important factors to consider when deciphering a meaning.  
Barthes’ view on how one should approach the reading of a text is closely related to the 
methodology of New Criticism (Abrams 2005). In the analysis of the two novels Never Let Me Go 
and The Buried Giant, the application of the mentioned approaches was relevant in order to obtain 
an unbiased opinion, as they concern the approach of examining solely the texts. By this, the 
method disregards the external factors, which would normally be included while applying critical 
literary analysis with the resulting project being concerned with all possible aspects that have 
influenced the writing of the text. 
If we had applied only the critical literary analysis, this project would evidently have had an 
altogether different result. This could of course have extracted a thoughtful and revealing project as 
to Kazuo Ishiguro’s background and why he wrote the novels in question in a particular manner. 
Yet, we were much more interested in a fully internal interpretation without the influence of outside 
information guiding our views. This strengthens our use of the dimension Subjectivity and 
Learning, as it is a matter of the subject- in our case, the novels, theories and identity. Furthermore, 
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our intention with this was not to generalize identity as a broad phenomenon, but merely to view 
how it was depicted within the novels and base our project on our observations. 
Conclusion 
This project’s importance is partly rooted in how people in modern society understand how 
and why they have come to be the way they are. Comprehending the stages of personal 
development and how national matters affect the personal could indeed shed light on the frequently 
occurring difficulties, and thus help them in the search of apprehending their identity. This 
difficulty can be closely related to globalisation in the way that the borders of the world are easily 
transcended. The subject is now travelling and moving across the globe and thereby is exposed to 
several foreign cultures in everyday life, while bringing along their original cultural values, 
appending these onto the people they encounter and the current country of residence. Due to these 
aspects, new cultural information occurs in the life of the individual resulting in a complication of 
the understanding of one’s national and personal identity. It was concluded that the interaction 
between the individual and the society creates a balance between the internal and external in the 
sense that national identity affects the formation of personal identity. Throughout the two novels the 
protagonists are on a travel- both an internal as well as an external travel, in the sense that they 
venture on both a mental and physical journey. In the case of Axl and Beatrice it was deduced that 
they- through their travel towards finding their son- were constantly evolving in their relationship 
and discovered their lost identity. As for Kathy, she is on a journey through her past in order to find 
closure while driving through the country.  
In the course of this project, with a point of departure in the two novels, aspects on personal 
and national identity have been examined. In order to get a better understanding of these two forms 
of identity, we conducted an analysis- to construct a foundation on which we built the project by the 
use of the three theories. These are those of Stuart Hall, Erik Erikson and John Locke, which 
combined give a multifaceted approach to the understanding of identity, both national and personal. 
Through this globalisation and transcendence of borders, the movement of the self happens more 
frequently than before and therefore provokes an identity crisis. This crisis occurs as the self is 
constantly in lack of its origin and thereby creates both a personal and national identity crisis. With 
the novels and the theory in mind, it can be concluded that all the main characters face this crisis at 
some point in their lives. However, in all cases they understand that rediscovering one’s self is 
nothing one can do in solitude, but proportionate to one’s nation, past and significant others in 
accordance to shared imagination. Also the forming of personal identity has become more fluent 
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and relevant for how individuals perceive themselves within society, and to which society the 
subject feels a sense of belonging. However, it is important to take into account that identity cannot 
be seen as fixed and final but will throughout the entire life evolve and change.  
Through the frame of the critical literary analysis and New Criticism, an essential part of the 
content in the novels was discovered: it was deduced that through several aspects of the analysis, an 
underlying meaning was revealed. This meaning concerns the problems individuals encounter 
throughout an entire lifetime, specifically in regards to national and personal identity. However, this 
acquired knowledge led us to conclude that each individual’s interpretation of the novels is too 
abstract and personal, thereby making it impossible to generalize with the use of scientific theories. 
The chosen theories were insufficient in giving a complete analysis of how the characters develop 
and understand their own- as well as national- identity. Thus we came to the discussion on whether 
science is at all able to extract sufficient results when used for analysing non-scientific literature. 
Nonetheless, our intention was neither to generalise nor conclude on identity as a phenomenon, 
which transcends time and space, but purely to achieve an understanding of how identity is depicted 
within the novels, and to relate this to how literature can expand our knowledge in ways that 
science cannot.  
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